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An experiment in terror. . . 


“You!” Kerri hissed. She had stopped dead in 

her tracks, her feet planted firmly in Nina and 
§ Elizabeth’s path. “I knew you were after me! 

_ How long have you been following me?” 

, Nina put her hands up, palms out as if to de- 

flect Kerri’s fury. “Nobody’s following you, 

_ Kerri. We were just on our way back from —” 

“Shut up!” Kerri screeched. Her shrill voice 
echoed across the campus. In the distance, Nina 
saw a few heads turn with surprise in their direc- 
tion. “I know you’re lying! You want to kill me 
dead... well, it’s not going to happen!” 

All at once Nina felt as if she were standing 
outside herself, watching the scene unfold in 
slow motion like a movie. Kerri reached inside 
her coat. Nina’s mouth opened and formed a 
soundless no. Beside Nina, Elizabeth’s hands 

_ flew to her face. 

And then, in a split second that seemed to 

last forever, Kerri pulled out a gun. Gripping it 
_ in both her uncontrollably trembling hands, she 
- aimed it straight at Nina. 
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Chapter 
One 
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“What do you mean, I never take you anywhere?” 
Bryan Nelson rolled his pale hazel eyes in exasper- 
ation. “You sound like a throwback from some 
1950s sitcom. This is the nineties—why does it 
have to be me taking you somewhere?” 

“OK, OK,” Nina Harper amended, putting 
up her hands in protest. “It’s not about you 
taking me out or me taking you out. It’s just 
that we never go out, period. All we do is study. 
And maybe go get, like, a piece of pizza every 
once in a while.” 

A warm breeze rustled through the palm trees 
as Nina and Bryan strolled through the quad of 
Sweet Valley University, where they both were 
freshmen. It was a gorgeous, sunny southern 
California afternoon. The lawn was full of stu- 
dents sunbathing, playing Hacky Sack, or dozing 
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off with forgotten textbooks over their faces. 

Nina had been studying in the library for 
hours. But when she’d decided she couldn’r 
stand another second cooped up inside, she’d 
called Bryan from the lobby and convinced him 
to meet her for a quick walk across campus be- 
fore Bryan’s Black Student Union meeting. 

Now, as she walked hand in hand with her 
boyfriend, the afternoon sun warm on her face, 
Nina felt the stress of her heavy course load melt- 
ing away from her. Nina wasn’t the kind of 
woman who came to college just to party and 
meet guys; she was totally committed to her 
schoolwork. Even if her parents badn’t expected 
a lot from her—which they did—Nina still would 
have pushed herself to do her best. But these few 
stolen moments with Bryan made her realize 
how much she needed more mellow times to 
keep herself sane. 

“I can’t even remember the last time we just 
went for a walk across campus, much less out to 
dinner and a movie,” Nina continued. “I think if I 
spend any more time in the library, Pll turn green.” 

Bryan tilted his head to one side and nar- 
rowed his eyes. “Hmmm .. . I don’t know. I 
think that look could work for you. It might 
even start a trend—‘geek chic.’” 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Nina said sarcastically. “I 
thought you were my boyfriend, but I must have 
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made a mistake. Have you seen him around any- 
where?” She shielded her eyes with her hand and 
pretended to scan the campus. “He looks a lot 
like you, but he doesn’t make dumb jokes.” 

Bryan reached over and poked her in the ribs. 
Nina squealed and pushed his hand away. “No 
fair! Tickling is illegal.” 

Laughing, Bryan leaned down to give Nina a 
light kiss on her forehead. As Nina smiled up at 
him, a stray Frisbee sailed toward them and 
landed at Bryan’s feet. He stopped to pick it up. 

“So, this boyfriend of yours,” Bryan began, 
straightening up with the Frisbee in hand. “How 
big a guy is he? You think I could take him?” He 
tossed the Frisbee back toward the blond surfer- 
dude type who'd thrown it. 

“TY think he could kick your butt,” Nina said 
decisively, stifling a giggle. 

“Well, then, it’s no wonder I never take you 
anywhere,” Bryan returned, flashing Nina one of 
his two-hundred-megawatt smiles. “I wouldn’t 
want your boyfriend to catch us together.” 

Nina groaned loudly. “I should have known 
you'd find some lame excuse to weasel out of 
spending time with me.” 

Bryan kissed Nina on the cheek. “Don’t even 
joke about that,” he said softly. “You know there’s 
nothing I'd rather do than spend time with you.” 

Nina flushed with pleasure, both at the kiss 
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and the sentiment. But she wasn’t about to let 
Bryan off the hook that easily. “So how come we 
never go out anymore?” she persisted. 

“Well, tomorrow night is karaoke night at Al’s 
Bar and Grill,” Bryan said, grinning. “We could 
get all dressed up and go there—I mean, I could 
take you there, I’m sure you’d be the belle of the, 
uh, bar and grill.” 

“Oh, puh-/eeze.” Nina punched his bicep 
playfully, then slipped her arm through his and 
pressed her cheek against his shoulder. “You 
know what I’m talking about, Bryan. One night 
out isn’t going to fix things. I mean, we’re both 
really busy and—” 

“Completely broke,” Bryan finished for her, 
his grin fading slightly. Bryan pulled his arm out 
from Nina’s and looped it around her waist. 
“Listen, Nina, don’t you think I’m painfully aware 
of the fact that I can’t afford to take you out any- 
where nice? I'd love to be able to do something 
really fun and exciting with you every weekend. 
But even if I had time to go out all night and 
sleep all day, which I don’t, I couldn’t afford to. 
And if I got a part-time or work-study job so I 
could, I'd have even less time to spend with you.” 

Nina sighed with frustration. “Yeah, and pro- 
gressive woman though I am, I can’t afford to 
pay any more than you can.” She looked down at 
her sandals, her happy mood evaporating. While 
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_ Nina’s parents were fairly well-off, they didn’t 


shower her with fun money; they felt that college 
presented a good opportunity for Nina to make 
her own way and, in her father’s words, “under- 
stand the value of a dollar bill.” But at times like 
these, she wished they’d understand that without 
fun money, she couldn’t really have any fun. 

They walked for a few minutes in silence. 
Then Bryan squeezed Nina’s shoulder, pulling 
her away from her thoughts. “Hey, look,” he said 
excitedly, pointing to the large announcement 
board that lined one side of the main administra- 
tion building. It was covered with papers. 

“Why don’t we check it out?” Bryan sug- 
gested. “Sometimes people who live near campus 
post flyers for baby-sitting jobs and stuff like 
that. Maybe we could find some part-time thing 
where we could make money and get some 
studying done at the same time.” 

Nina brightened. “That’s a good idea. But I 
do have my doubts about my ability to study with 
a bunch of screaming kids around.” 

Bryan stopped walking and put his hands on 
Nina’s shoulders. “Nina, you know how much I 
love you,” he said in a low, husky voice that 
made Nina’s heart beat faster. “There’s nothing I 
wouldn’t do to spend more time with you.” 

Nina tilted her head back as Bryan leaned in 
to kiss her. She reached up and ran her hands 
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over his dark curly hair. As his lips touched hers 
she felt a warm shiver run through her. There’s 
nothing I wouldn°’t do either, Nina thought 
dreamily as their kiss deepened. I know we'll find 
something perfect. 


“Roommate wanted ... apartment share. . . 
apartment wanted . . . lost dog...” 

Nina scanned the mass of flyers that were 
pinned to the student announcement board, ab- 
sently twisting a strand of hair around her finger. 
“I haven’t seen anything about part-time work. 
Oh, hey! Look at this.” 

Bryan glanced over to see Nina point excit- 
edly at one of the flyers. For about the millionth 
time since they’d been dating, he realized how 
gorgeous Nina was and how lucky he was to have 
her. He still wasn’t totally used to seeing her with 
her hair falling loose around her shoulders. Bryan 
had loved the braids she’d worn when they met 
and fell in love, but her new look was more so- 
phisticated and, he thought, extremely sexy. In 
her pale yellow cotton sundress, its straps golden 
in the sun against her bare, dark shoulders, Nina 
seemed to radiate beauty and vitality. 

“Hel-/o-o? Why are you staring at me?” Nina 
demanded. “Do I have something on my face?” 
She dabbed at her nose and mouth with the side 
of her hand, as if wiping off imaginary grime. 
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Bryan shook his head, smiling sheepishly. 
“No. Go on—what does it say?” 

“*SVU Students: Earn Cash Just for Watching 
TV,” Nina read. She turned and grinned tri- 
umphantly at Bryan. “That sounds better than 
screaming kids, doesn’t it?” 

Bryan whistled. “A /ot better. In fact, it 
sounds perfect. Where’s the fine print?” He 
joined Nina in front of the flyer. “ ‘Students 
wanted for a psychology experiment involving 
the study of human responses to televised adver- 
tisements. Fifty dollars for each daily two-hour 
session,” Bryan read aloud. “‘Sign up at the 
psychology building, room 205.’ Wow! That 
sounds like a painless way to make some good 
money. | wonder what the catch is.” 

“It does sound too good to be true,” Nina 
said, her eyes sparkling. “It wouldn’t even be 
like work! Not only would we be spending pain- 
less time together, but we could also go some- 
place nice for dinner every weekend with that 
kind of money.” 

“We could even afford to drive up the coast 
one week and have a romantic getaway at some 
little bed-and-breakfast,” Bryan added, picturing 
himself and Nina curled up by a fireplace miles 

from the daily grind of campus life. 
Bryan glanced at his watch. He had twenty 
_ minutes before his BSU meeting—just enough 
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time to get over to the psych building and sign 
up for the experiment. “Sounds like a great deal 
to me. What do you say?” 

Nina threw her arms around Bryan’s neck 
and kissed him passionately. “I say let’s go sign 
up right now. The librarians start to worry if 
I’m gone too long.” 


“Who cares whether people have brown eyes 
or blue eyes?” Nina groaned out loud. She put 
the cap back on her yellow marker and dropped it 
into the binding of her textbook. “I mean, what a 
totally useless and irrelevant thing to predict.” 

In the comfort of her Dickenson Hall dorm 
room Nina was trying to catch up on her biology 
reading. Usually she found the intricacies of genet- 
ics fascinating, but nght now it was almost eight 
o'clock, she hadn’t eaten dinner yet, and all the big 
Bs and little & that represented dominant and re- 
cessive traits were starting to swim before her eyes. 

Nina leaned back in her desk chair and 
rubbed her shoulders, which were sore and tense 
from being hunched over her textbook all 
evening. It had been two days since she and 
Bryan had signed up for the psych experiment, 
and she’d gone through pretty much the same 
grucling routine as always—classes, studies, and 
meetings. She had talked to Bryan briefly that af- 
ternoon when she’d bumped into him in the 
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chemistry building between classes, and he’d 
promised to call her Jater and make dinner plans. 
But now her stomach was growling, and she was 
getting slightly annoyed on top of it. Nina hated 
it when Bryan got so caught up in his work that 
he spaced on his plans with her. 

Nina picked up the phone and dialed Bryan’s 
number, but it was busy. Exasperated, she 
slammed down the phone, got up from her desk, 
and flopped onto her bed. Who's he taiking to? 
Nina thought irritably. 

She stared up at her poster of Maya Angelou, 
wondering if she should just head down to the 
snack bar and get a salad and a bagel. “I bet you 
wouldn’t waste your time waiting around for 
some man,” Nina said aloud to the poster. She 
studied Maya Angelou’s intelligent face as if ex- 
pecting her to respond. Great—now I’m talking 
to inanimate objects, Nina thought wryly. J really 
need to get out more. 

Sighing, Nina rolled over onto her stomach 
and pillowed her head on her folded arms. 
Closing her eyes, Nina thought back to her con- 
versation with Bryan on the quad two days be- 
fore. Her heart still fluttered when she 
remembered the intensity in his voice. But so far 
it seemed as if nothing had changed. They still 
hadn’t managed to find any real time for each 


_ other, and they still were broke. 
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But it’s only been a couple of days, Nina re- 
minded herself, opening her eyes. We took the 
first step when we signed up for that experiment. 

When she and Bryan had arrived at the psych 
building to enlist, they’d been more than a little 
nerve-racked. The screening process appeared to 
be a lot more competitive than they’d thought. 
There had already been an enormous list of names 
on the sign-up sheet; they’d also had to fil! in a 
lengthy questionnaire about academic records and 
medical history. It must be taking them a while to 
process all that information, Nina speculated. 

Nina heaved a sigh, hoisted herself off her 
bed, and went back to her desk chair. Picking up 
the phone, she hit redial. After cwo rings she 
heard, “Hz, this is Bryan. P'm not here right now, 
but if you leave your name and number, Vil get 
back to you. Peace.” 

Nina hung up the receiver, fuming. “You were 
there (wo minutes ago!” she yelled at the phone 
as if it were Bryan himself. It was one thing for 
her boyfriend to get caught up in his work and 
forget about dinner, but it was another thing en- 
tirely for him to make plans over the phone and 
rush out without even calling to invite her along. 

As if in protest, the phone rang. That'd better 
be him, Nina hoped. She let it ring one more time 
before she picked up. After all, she didn’t want it 
to seem as if she were waiting pathetically by the 
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phone or anything. “Hello?” she said casually. 

“Hello, may I please speak to Nina Harper?” a 
young, friendly, and unfamiliar male voice asked. 

“Speaking,” Nina answered, curious in spite 
of her disappointment. “Who’s calling?” 

“This is Christian Jimenez from the SVU psy- 
chology department. I’m the graduate student 
who’s assisting with experiment X212, the study 
of viewer response to televised advertisements. 
Congratulations, Nina. I’m happy to tell you that 
you’ve been selected to participate.” 

“Really? That’s great!” Nina said excitedly. 
“When do I start?” 

“You start tomorrow,” Christian replied. 
“Sessions meet from two to four P.M. every week- 
day and this weekend too, I’m afraid. If you have 
a class during that time on any day, you may be 
excused from that day’s session.” 

“That time’s open for me,” Nina remarked. 

“Good. Now, you and the other participants 
will meet in room 302 of the main psych lab 
building. Please arrive fifteen minutes early to- 
morrow for a brief orientation—attendance is 
mandatory. The details of the experimental pro- 
cedure will be explained, and then you'll view 
your first round of advertisements. After each 
session you'll receive fifty dollars in cash. Do you 
have any questions?” 

“No! I—I think that’s it,” Nina said, trying to 
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contain the delight in her voice. “Thanks so 
much. Really.” 

“See you tomorrow, then. Good-bye, Nina.” 

“Good-bye.” As Nina hung up the phone she 
leaned back in her chair and exhaled deeply. A 
huge grin spread across her face. She’d made it! 

“Fifty bucks a day,” Nina whispered. She’d be 
able to buy herself some new clothes. And she 
and Bryan would finally be able to afford to try 
some of the chic new restaurants near campus. 
Nina closed her eyes, picturing herself sailing 
into the posh Mountain Lodge Inn on Bryan’s 
arm. She would be wearing a fabulous dress from 
Evita’s, and Bryan would be looking dangerously 
handsome in his dark suit. 

This extra money will make such an incredible 
difference in our lives, Nina thought, wanting to 
jump for joy. If we save a little, we could even afford 
that weckend getaway Bryan was talking about. 

We? Nina’s cyes flew open. She’d forgotten 
one important point. Just because she’d been 
chosen didn’t mean Bryan had too. 

What if he wasn’t accepted? she wondered, a 
sinking feeling creeping over her. That would def- 
initely be weird, After all, they’d done this in the 
first place to be together. And even though 
Bryan wasn’t the he-man macho type, Nina knew 
he’d still feel uncomfortable if Nina could afford 
to take them out to expensive places and he 
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couldn’t. I’d feel the same way if I let Bryan pay 
my way all the time, she admitted silently. 

Shrugging helplessly, Nina put her elbows on 
her desk and focused her attention on the biol- 
ogy book before her, pushing thoughts of Bryan 
and the experiment out of her mind. Just as she 
was settling back into the rhythm of her reading, 
there was a knock at the door. Nina bolted up 
from her desk, simultaneously startled by the 
noise and thrilled to have an excuse to ignore bi- 
ology. When she opened the door, she gasped. 

Bryan stood in the doorway, a broad smile 
lighting his gorgeous face. His arms were laden 
with a large brown paper bag, a bottle of sparkling 
cider, and two plastic champagne glasses. 

“Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?” 
Bryan asked lightly. 

“Oh—yeah!” Nina giggled and gestured 
Bryan inside, too astonished to say anything 
else. He strode past her and set everything 
down on her desk. 

“IT got us some gourmet sandwiches from that 
sandwich shop off campus you like. Smoked turkey 
and Brie, right?” Bryan took out two _paper- 
wrapped bundles and a container of potato salad 
from the bag. “I’m sorry I didn’t call before I came 
by, but I just had to run right out and see you 
when I got the phone call.” He tossed some plastic 
forks onto the desk and gave Nina a sly smile. 
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“You got in too!” Nina shrieked. She jumped 
into Bryan’s outstretched arms and planted a kiss 
on his lips. “I’m so excited. Can you believe it? 
Fifty bucks a day! Cash!” 

“I know. I can’t wait to start spending it on 
you,” Bryan glanced down at the spread he’d 
brought over. “Oh, wait, I already did.” He 
grinned, “Well, I’m starved. Should we eat?” 

Nina put her arms around Bryan’s waist and 
slid her hands under his white cotton T-shirt. 
“Not so fast. I just want to savor this moment for 
a little while.” 

“No argument here.” Bryan bent his head to 
Nina’s neck and trailed a line of soft kisses along 
her collarbone. 

“This experiment is like a dream come true,” 
Nina murmured happily. 

“I was so worried we weren’t going to get 
in,” Bryan admitted. Tenderly he traced the line 
of Nina’s cheekbone with his index finger. 
“When the guy called, I couldn’t believe it. I had 
to come see you right away so it would sink in.” 

“And is it sinking in?” Nina whispered. She 
slid her hands out from under Bryan’s shirt and 
wrapped her arms around his neck. 

“I don’t know,” Bryan answered, crushing 
Nina close to him. “I might need a little more 
convincing.” 

As Bryan pressed his lips to hers, Nina’s heart 
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was so full, she felt as if it would burst. How 
could I have thought that things were going bad 
between us? she wondered dizzily. From here on 
in, it’s all good. 


“Are you sure this is room 302?” Nina asked. 
“It seems so tiny. I was expecting a huge lecture 
hall or something.” 

“Yeah, me too.” Bryan scanned the small 
classroom from the doorway. There were about 
ten other students scattered throughout five rows 
of desks. A dark-haired girl and a long-haired guy 
with a goatee sat chatting in the front row. A tall, 
lanky guy with short dark hair sat off to the side, 
dozing off with his check resting against the 
chalkboard wall. The voices of the few students 
who sat talking echoed hollowly through the 
harshly fluorescent-lit space. A podium stood 
empty at the front of the room. 

It seemed like an awfully small turnout, con- 
sidering that the experiment was a great deal for 
anyone who was broke and liked to watch TV— 
which meant most if not all of the people Bryan 
knew on campus. “I guess the selection process 
was even tougher than we thought,” Bryan 
mused. “We really are lucky we got in.” 

“Maybe it wasn’t lick,” Nina said. “Maybe it 
was our grades or something else on those forms 
we filled out.” She nodded toward a pretty young 
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woman with a blond ponytail sitting in the back 
row. “Hey, she’s in my women’s studies seminar. 
She seems really nice. Let’s go sit with her.” 

The blonde looked up as Bryan and Nina ap- 
proached. She had a warm, open smile and 
friendly gray eyes. “Women’s studies, right?” she 
said to Nina, “I’m Kerri Drohan.” 

“Nina Harper.” Nina extended her hand 
and took the nearest empty desk. “It’s nice to 
meet you, Kerri.” 

“Ton’t believe her,” Bryan warned Kerri teas- 
ingly as he sat down. “She just wants to use you 
for your class notes.” 

Kern laughed. 

Nina rolled her eyes. “This is my boyfriend, 
Bryan Nelson.” 

“Hey, Bryan.” Kerri smiled warmly at him, 
then turned back to Nina. “I’m so glad to see 
someone I recognize here. Stuff like this always 
goes by faster if you have somebody to talk to. 
This experiment sounds pretty boring, but I had 
to sign up. My cash flow situation was calling for 
desperate measures, if you know what I mean.” 

“1 definitely know what you mean,” Nina 
agreed. “Watching ads on TV isn’t really my 
idea of a good time. Plus if I even see a picture 
of a candy bar, I end up craving it for weeks. 
This has to be the worst possible thing I could 
do for my dict.” 
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Bryan chuckled. Nina was always going on 
about watching her weight. He thought her tall, 
solidly built figure was heart stopping just the 
way it was, but early in their relationship he’d 
learned not to argue with her. 

“Ugh, tell me about it!” Kern groaned. 
“Practically every commercial shows you people 
stuffing their faces. After two hours Pll probably 
go on a major spree at the snack bar and have to 
spend all the money I make on larger-size pants.” 

Nina laughed. She opened her mouth as if to 
say something else, but suddenly her eyes flickered 
away from Kerri and her mouth just remained 
open. Bryan followed her gaze to the front of the 
room and felt a scowl cloud his features. 

A tall, broad-chested young man in a lab 
coat was striding across the classroom toward 
the podium. His dark wavy hair fell into his 
electric green eyes. 

Bryan felt a wave of annoyance crash over him as 
he turned his attention back to Nina. Judging from 
the dopey expression on her face, she was a sucker 
for a guy in a lab coat—or at least for this particular 
guy, with his chiseled, classic features and impressive 
build. Bryan didn’t know much about what women 
considered attractive in men, but the fact that Lab 
Coat Boy looked as if he’d just stepped off the set 
of a nighttime soap opera strongly suggested that 
he was what was commonly known as a hunk. 
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As Bryan watched, glowering, Nina seemed 
to shake herself back to consciousness. She 
caught Bryan’s eye and flashed him a contrite, 
embarrassed grin. 

The sight of Nina’s smile was almost enough 
to make Bryan let the whole thing go. It wasn’t 
as if bed never noticed an attractive woman while 
he’d been dating Nina, and that didn’t make him 
love her any Jess. Still, it annoyed him that she’d 
been so blatant about it. 

How would she like it if I checked out another 
irl in front of her? Bryan wondered, feeling his 
irritation mount. He deliberately looked away, 
refusing to meet Nina’s gaze. 


Her cheeks burning, Nina kicked herself men- 
tally. What had come over her? She couldn’t be- 
lieve she’d panted like a puppy at that hot guy 
with Bryan sitting right there. 

But that guy in the lab coat is movie star beau- 
tiful, she rationalized. What woman could help 
herself? Nina stole a glance at Kerri and felt vali- 
dated to see that Kerri also appeared to be giving 
the gorgeous guy a thorough once-over. We’re 
only human, after all. 

Nina looked back at Bryan. His mouth was set 
in a ught line, and his eyes were focused toward 
the front of the room, where the guy had as- 
sumed the podium and was introducing himself as 
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Christian Jimenez. He’s the assistant who called 
me, Nina realized. So who’s leading the experiment? 
Out of the corner of her eye she saw a figure 
enter the classroom. Turning her attention to the 
door, she saw a tall, gaunt, balding, middle-aged 
man with small, lined eyes, a drooping nose, and 
a meticulously trimmed black beard peppered 
with gray. As Nina watched, he quietly crossed 
the room behind Christian and flattened his back 
against the wall by the corner. 

Christian extended his arm in the direction of 
the man in the corner, who seemed to narrow his 
eyes slightly. As everyone’s attention turned to- 
ward him, the older man stretched his mouth 
into a grimace that he must have thought passed 
as a smile. His eyes darted from side to side as if 
he were looking for an escape route or simply 
couldn’t bear to meet the students’ eyes. Nina 
could practically feel the tension in his shoulders 
from her seat in the back of the room. 

“And it is my privilege and pleasure to intro- 
duce Dr. Charles Akre, the professor conducting 
experiment X212,” Christian announced. “I’m 
sure those of you with a background in psychol- 
ogy are familiar with his work.” 

So that’s Dr. Charles Akre! For a second Nina 
forgot all about Bryan’s jealousy. She stared at the 
nervous-looking man, who was sull darting his eyes 
back and forth across the room. Dr. Akre was an 
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eminent psychologist who had received several 
prestigious academic honors and been published in 
countless journals. Nina had read about several of 
his groundbreaking human behavior studies in 
Psychology 101. She’d wanted to sign up for one 
of his courses, but he taught very rarely and then 
only highly exclusive graduate-level seminars. It 
was exciting to be part of a project he was lead- 
ing—even if the professor himself seemed a little 
standoffish. Maybe he’s one of those temperamental- 
genius types who doesn’t deal well with people, Nina 
reasoned, trying not to let Dr. Akre’s chilly air 
dampen her enthusiasm, 


“This experiment is funded by a private orga- 
nization called EFC, which does market research 
for a number of advertising agencies.” 

Bryan felt torn as he tried to focus on 
Chnstian’s words and ignore how Nina’s eyes 
were burning into his face, searching for signs 
that he was ready to forgive her. Of course he 
knew she was here so they could spend time to- 
gether, because they cared about each other. But 
somehow that just made her gawking at 
Christian all the more insulting. 

“The project is designed to study human re- 
actions co a variety of stimuli in advertisements 
in terms of brain activity and other physiological 
responses,” Christian went on. “EFC will be 
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using this information to help advertising agen- 
cies best serve consumers and create maximum 
effectiveness in their advertising campaigns. 
And we at the SVU psychology department will 
be learning about the response of the human 
mind to the kind of repetitive stimuli that most 
of us are bombarded with every day in this 

’ media-saturated age.” 

Bryan found it slightly odd that SVU would 
be taking money from ad agencies, even indi- 
rectly, to conduct scientific research. It almost 
sounded as if the experiment wasn’t designed to 
further knowledge at all but simply to help ad- 
vertisers sell products. It seems pretty unethical, 
Bryan admitted to himse!f. But he knew from his 
work with the BSU that SVU, like many universi- 
ties, was in a major funding crunch. It was almost 
impossible for the school to provide grants for 
many of the student services and community 
programs that the university had prided itself 
upon. Who was he to say from whom the school 
should and shouldn’t accept money? After all, 
fifty dollars of that money is going into my pocket 
every. day, Bryan reminded himself. When he 
thought about it in those terms, the ethical issue 
had a funny way of seeming less important. 

“And now I’m sure Dr. Akre would like to say 

a few words to you all,” Christian concluded, 
turning his head toward the professor. Bryan, 
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along with the rest of the students, looked expec- 
tantly toward Dr. Akre. For a moment the profes- 
sor seemed to stiffen and shrink farther back into 
the corner. But he recovered almost instantly, 
managing a tght smile that gave the impression 
his lips had been ironed and starched, and walked 
slowly and purposefully toward the podium. 

“Thank you, Mr. Jimenez,” Dr. Akre said 
slowly and deliberately in a clipped voice bear- 
ing traces of an accent Bryan didn’t recognize. 
His knuckles were white as he gripped the 
podium from either side. “It is my distinct plea- 
sure to observe such a fine group of Sweet 
Valley University students in this, one of the 
most fascinating research projects I have had the 
honor of conducting.” 

He sure doesn’t sound pleased, Bryan thought. 
In fact, if Dr. Akre’s cold, impassive tone was con- 
cealing any kind of emotion, it was distaste . . . 
distaste for what or whom, Bryan wasn’t sure. But 
he was sure of one thing: The professor’s ultra- 
reserved demeanor creeped him out. He knew 
scientists were supposed to be neutral and un- 
emotional, but he’d seen more warmth on the 
faces of mannequins in storefront windows than 
he saw on Dr. Akre’s right now. 

A sidelong glance at Nina’s furrowed brow — 
and troubled, quizzical expression told Bryan he — 
wasn’t alone. Bryan knew Nina was as concerned 
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with ethics and principles as he was. He also 


knew from the guarded look on her usually open, 
expressive face that she was just as unnerved by 
Dr. Akre’s clinical manner—maybe more. 

For a second Bryan’s annoyance washed away 
as a wave of protectiveness came over him. He 
hated to see Nina so full of trepidation. He had 
an overwhelming urge to take her hand in his and 
squeeze it, to give her the sign that all was for- 
given and that they were in this together. After 
all, he trusted Nina completely. It wasn’t as if 
their relationship were so fragile that it could be 
seriously affected by her looking at another guy. 

Dr. Akre coughed into his hand. “And with 
that I will return the floor to my capable assis- 
tant, Mr. Jimenez, who will direct you to your 
cubicles so that the experiment may begin.” The 
professor backed slowly across the room and into 
the corner again. 

Bryan was about to take Nina’s hand in his 
and give her a warm smile, but he blanched when 
her uneasy look vanished the moment Christian 
stepped up to the podium and began talking. 

“Now, I’m sure you’re all looking forward to 
watching some quality programming,” Christian 
said with a grin. 

Nina laughed, and the rest of Christian’s 
words were drowned out by the echo of her 

laugh in Bryan’s ears. Bryan folded his arms 
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stiffly across his chest. Maybe he wasn’t ready to 
forgive Nina yet. 

As Bryan slouched down in his seat, fuming, 
he could feel Nina’s eyes on him. She must have 
noticed me tense up, he thought, turning his head 
pointedly in the other direction and staring fixedly 
at the chalkboard on the wall. True, he was proba- 
bly overreacting. He knew Nina loved him. But 
what self-respecting guy would react calmly to his 
girlfriend hanging on the every word of some guy 
who looked like he belonged in Vanity Fair? 

Pil patch things up with Nina later, Bryan 
resolved. But right now I think I'll let her sweat 
a little longer. 
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“Well, tis is really romantic,” Nina said aloud, her 
voice echoing across the bare walls of the tny cubi- 
cle she had just entered. “I’m so glad Bryan and | 


_ found the perfect way to spend more time together.” 


After the orientation Christian had told the stu- 
dents that they would each be assigned to individual 
lab cubicles and that he would be coming around to 
each room to hook everyone up to the experimental 
equipment. Then he’d called out names and num- 


_ bers, and the students had filed out into the hallway 
to their cubes. Bryan had bolted from the orenta- 


tion room as soon as his assigned number was called, 


_ leaving Nina staring after him in amazement. She 


knew Bryan could be pretty stubborn when he 


» wanted to be, but she couldn’t believe he would let 
» an innocent little look totally ruin his mood. 


He knows it’s him I love, Nina thought in 
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exasperation. Otherwise why would I even be 
here? The point of doing this experiment was to 
strengthen our relationship, and now we're not 
even speaking to each other. It would have been 
almost laughable if Nina hadn’t felt so hurt 
and disappointed. 

As she surveyed her cubicle the knot of disap- 
pointment in her stomach twisted into some- 
thing more like apprehension. The space was a 
cramped, sterile square with bare cinder block 
walls and a cement floor. Fluorescent track light- 
ing hung from the high ceiling, but the light it 
shed was absorbed almost entirely by the dark 
gray plaster surrounding it, giving the room a 
dim, cavelike feel. A large television was set into 
one wall so that only the screen was visible; Nina 
knew from the orientation that it was operated 
from the central control room on the other side 
of the wall. The TV screen shimmered silently 
with static, its glow dulled by its surroundings. 

Facing the TV monitor, in the center of the 
room, was a metal chair with a rounded metal 
headset protruding from the back. Electrodes dan- 
gled from wires on the headset. A cord at the bot- 
tom of the headset led under the chair and into a 
slot in the wall just below the TV monitor. The 
whole apparatus reminded Nina of an electric chair. 

“So how do you like your new home away 
from home?” 


26 


pt ae 
a Nina whirled, startled, to see Christian stand- 
ing, in the doorway. His arms were folded against 
his broad chest, and he wore an apologetic grin. 

“Pretty cozy, huh?” he added. 

Nina forced a smile and waved her hand 
around the room dismissively. “A few posters, 
some throw rugs. . . this place has real potential.” 

Christian smiled warmly in response. “You 
don’t sound too convinced.” 

“Well, it looks a little . . . I don’t know.” Nina 
searched her mind for the source of the creepy 
feeling the room gave her. “Like something out 
of A Clockwork Orange.” She turned her eyes to 
Christian and gave him what she hoped was an 
I’m-a-good-sport grin. “I’m not going to get, 
like, reconditioned or anything, am I?” 

Christian laughed. His laugh would have sent 
tingles up Nina’s spine if she hadn’t been so 
plagued with guilt every time she noticed how 
cute he was. “I know, you were picturing yourself 
sitting on a couch with a bow! of popcorn, right?” 

“Sort of,” Nina admitted, eyeing the torturous- 
looking metal chair with reluctance. She’d actually 
pictured herself and Bryan snuggled on a couch, 
feeding each other popcorn, but that didn’t seem 
like an appropriate detail to share with Christian, 

“1 guess I have to take the blame for that,” 
_ Christian confessed. “I mean, I did sort of gloss 
over the details when I printed up those flyers. 
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Honestly, would you have responded to an ad that 
read ‘Earn Money Just for Watching Commercials 
with Electrodes Strapped to Your Head’?” 

“I guess not.” Nina let out a strangled little laugh. 

Christian gave her another apologetic smile, 
mecting her eyes for a few lingering seconds this 
time. His open, friendly face—Friendly, Nina re- 
minded herself, not devastatingly gorgeous—was 
almost enough to make her feel at case. But as her 
eyes left Christian’s and traveled the cinder block 
walls once again, coming to rest on the chair’s 
metal headset and its tangled mass of wires, Nina 
felt the knot of fear in her stomach tighten. 

“Well, shall we get started?” Christian asked 
with slightly forced-sounding brightness, gestur- 
ing for her to sit down. 

Nina gulped before stepping gingerly over to 
the chair and lowering herself into it. As she 
leaned slowly back, trying to relax, the metal slats 
of the chair dug into her shoulder blades. 
Shifting uncomfortably, she blinked at the bright 
glow of the TV monitor that loomed before her, 
filling her vision completely. She hadn’t realized 
how huge it was. 

As Chnisstian bent and began taping electrodes 
to her forehead and the pulse points along her 
collarbone, Nina fought to keep from squirming. 
It wasn’t that the cool touch of his fingers was 
unpleasant, exactly. But with every wire Christian 
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attached to her, Nina felt a little more like a 


caged animal. She found herself suddenly won- 
dering where Bryan was. Which of the doorways 
she’d passed led to the cubicle where he was 
trapped? Did he feel as claustrophobic and 
weirded out as she did? 

If only things were cool between Bryan and 
me, I wouldn’t be so nervous, Nina thought rue- 
fully. I could make it through two hours of any- 
thing if I knew Bryan would be waiting for me 
with open arms when it was over. But it didn’t 
seem as if Bryan would be opening his arms to 
her anytime soon. 

Nina knew she was in for some serious grovel- 
ing when the session ended. She tried to console 
herself with the thought that making up from a 
fight with Bryan usually led to the two of them 
kissing so passionately they had to gasp for 
breath, But somehow, sitting in this cold cubicle 
with wires hooked up to her forehead and metal 
chair slats jabbing into her back, Nina found it 
almost impossible to conjure up the sensation of 
Bryan’s lips on hers. 

It’s going to be a long two hours, she thought 
grimly as Christian taped the last electrode to her 
forchead. 


“Honey, this tastes just like real cheese!” the 
middle-aged man exclaimed in a tone that was 
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somewhere between booming and squealing. 

His wife stretched her mouth into an impos- 
sibly wide, white-toothed grin and held up a 
small glass jar filled with a yellowish orange 
substance. “That’s because it’s made with ten 
percent real cheese, Bob!” she responded, 
sounding giddy with joy. 

Bryan blinked his aching eyes and felt a tear 
slide down the side of his face. He wiped it away 
with his index finger. How long had he been 
staring at this screen? 

This can’t be good for my eyes, Bryan realized. 
Not to mention his neck and back, which were 
stiff from holding still to keep the electrodes 
from yanking loose. 

In the past hour, or for however long he’d 
been sitting in this excruciating metal chair—it 
felt ike days—Bryan had seen ads for everything 
from detergent to cars to frozen dinners to psy- 
chic hot lines. He’d learned how to keep his en- 
gine cleaner, his whites whiter, and his babies 
drier. All the bright, eye-catching colors were 
starting to blur before his eyes, and his cars were 
ringing with the catchy but oddly tuncless jingles 
that blared incessantly in his ears. 

Wiry did I sign up for this thing again any- 
way? Bryan wondered to himself, fighting the 
urge to scratch frantically at the several itchy 
spots on his forehead. 
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; On the TV screen a couple swathed in golden 
light clinked glasses by the fireplace as the names of 
the fifty greatest love songs of all time scrolled down 
the screen. That’s right—Nina, Bryan recalled. 

He tried to concentrate on the thought of 
getting fifty bucks a day in cash in the hopes of 
ignoring his itchy forehead. He remembered 
how great it had felt to see the look on Nina’s 
face when he surprised her the other day with 
dinner. Once he had some cash, he’d be able to 
make more little romantic gestures like that. 

One of the things he loved about Nina was 
that she was totally unimpressed by material 
things, but whenever he got her some little trin- 
ket or joke gift that showed her he’d been think- 
ing of her, her face shone with so much love and 
gratitude that he’d think he had just given her the 
moon and stars, Thinking of Nina and her heart- 
melting smile, Bryan actually relaxed in his chair 
and forgot about the electrodes for a second. 

The address and 800 number to order the 
greatest love songs two-CD set disappeared and 
was replaced by a gorgeous woman in a dramati- 
cally cut red dress on the arm of a tuxedoed 
young man. As the camera zoomed in on her she 
tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder. Then 
she took a lipstick from her purse, uncapped it, 
and ran it sexily along the contours of her already 
perfectly lined crimson mouth. Stretching her lips 
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into a hypnotic smile, she batted her lashes sexily. 

As the dark-haired woman pouted at the cam- 
era, her boyfriend a blur in the background, 
Bryan suddenly recalled the look on Nina’s face 
as she had stared at Christian so unabashedly. A 
fresh wave of annoyance washed over him. 

I can’t believe I could forget even for a second 
how she was scoping him out right in front of me, 
Bryan fumed. Here I am, daydreaming like a 
total sap about romantic things I could do for 
Nina, right after I caught her flirting in public 
like that. Man, that is really lame. 

The thought briefly occurred to Bryan that 
Nina hadn’t really been flirting—she’d just 
looked at Christian, then caught herself after a 
moment. But he pushed it aside as the bombshell 
in the red dress blew a kiss at the camera while a 
husky voice-over pointed out that none of her 
Joie de Vivre brand lipstick had rubbed off on 
her hand. That’s not the point, Bryan argued with 
himself. Jf she loves me, she shouldn’t even be look- 
ing at other guys. 

Bryan watched as the camera swung around 
to reveal a second tuxedoed young man hfting 
his hand in a pantomime of “catching” her kiss. 
Then the young woman reappeared, a smug 
smile playing at the corners of her mouth, The 
man stood beside her, looking away obliviously. 

“Flirtation,” a throaty voice-over breathed. 
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“The lipstick that gives you the love of your life. . . 
and more. Only from Joie de Vivre.” 

The smirk on the beautiful woman’s face 
tugged at Bryan’s heart. The love of your life .. . 
and more, he repeated silently, letung the words 
sink in. Maybe things between him and Nina 
were worse than he thought. Maybe it was more 
than a simple issue of making time for each other. 

The ad ended, and another came on. Bryan 
tried to pay attention, but as images of happy, 
laughing couples flashed before him ail he could 
think of was Nina looking at Christian. . . 
laughing with Christian. Gazing up at him with 
those adoring eyes. 

On the screen a handsome young man 
swept a beautiful woman into his arms and 
dipped her down into a passionate kiss. Bryan 
felt his stomach lurch. For all he knew, Nina 
could be making out with Christian right now 
in one of these very cubicles. 

No, that’s ridiculous, he scolded himself. Nina 
isn’t like that. Or was she? He hadn’t thought she 
was the type to check out other guys while her 
boyfriend was sitting right beside her either. But 
she’d done that, hadn’t she? 

Sitting rigidly in the uncomfortable metal 
chair, clenching his hands into fists to keep from 
clawing the itchy electrodes off his forehead, 
Bryan felt his anger toward Nina mount. A little 
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voice inside his head was telling him he should 
just let it go, that he was just obsessing because 
he was tense and irritable from being strapped 
into this chair and watching all these stupid ads. 
But as hard as he tried to put the whole thing in 
perspective, Bryan just couldn’t shake his grow- 
ing, resentment toward Nina. The memory of her 
looking at Christian, the idea of her kissing 
Christian, felt like a stone lodged in his heart. 

Maybe I’m not being unreasonable, Bryan 
thought. Maybe this is the first time ve seen Nina 
for who she really ts. 


Nina squinted in the bright light of the psych 
lab corridor as she emerged from her cubicle. She 
put her hand up to her face, both to shield her 
eyes and to scratch her itchy forehead. Nina ex- 
haled and rolled her shoulders, trying to loosen 
the tension in her back. Her neck hadn’t been 
this stiff since the time her high-school astronomy 
club had taken a thirty-hour bus trip to Cape 
Canaveral. 

Other students were spilling out into the 
hallway, blinking and stretching. Some were 
rubbing their eyes, others scratching at blotchy 
red spots on their foreheads. Their jaws were all 
set grimly, and the tension in their bodies was 
almost palpable. I guess everybody had to sit in 
those same metal chairs, Nina thought. Ugh. Did 
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the psych department do some study or something 
that proved comfortable seating interferes with the 
scientific method? 

Nina saw Kerri making her way down the hall, 
massaging the nape of her neck with her hand as 
she walked. Nina smiled, and Kerri smiled back. 
But her smile wasn’t quite as warm and bright as 
it had been before the session. 

“You look like you enjoyed that about as much 
as I did,” Nina commented as she fell into step be- 
side Kerri on the way back to the orientation room. 

Kerri gave her a crooked grin. “It was 
pretty grueling, huh?” 

“It’s hard to believe that people probably 
watch that many commercials in a day without 
even thinking about it,” Nina remarked. “I guess 
we shouldn’t complain—at least we’re getting 
paid to sit through that stuff.” 

“Yeah, but people who watch TV for free ac- 
tually get to watch TV shows, not just ads,” Kerri 
pointed out. “And they don’t have to endure sit- 
ting through lots of tempting pictures of cheese- 
burgers and milk shakes and stuff—they can just 
change the channel.” 

“That was above and beyond what any dieter 
should be expected to endure.” Nina smiled. 
Now that she had someone to commiserate with, 
she was feeling a little less creeped out by the 
whole experience. “Cruel and unusual.” 
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Kerri laughed. “Right on both counts.” 

Nina giggled. Just then she caught sight of 
Bryan emerging from a cubicle a few yards down 
the long corridor. He turned and started walking 
ahead of Nina and Kerri, as if he hadn’t seen 
them. “Hey, there’s Bryan. I'm going to go 
catch up with him, OK?” 

Kerri nodded and gave Nina a little see-you- 
later wave, and Nina took off in a sprint to 
catch up with Bryan. 

“Hey, swectic, how’d it go?” she called out 
cheerfully when she was a couple of paces behind 
him. She hoped she didn’t sound fake, like she 
was making a point of trying to smooth things 
over. But that’s exactly what she was trying to do. 

Bryan turned his head and gave her a nod 
of acknowledgment but didn’t slow his pace. 
Turning his head forward again, he mumbled 
something Nina couldn’t catch. 

“What?” Nina said brightly, pretending not 
to notice Bryan’s cold shoulder. “Sorry, I 
didn’t hear you.” 

“T said it was fine,” Bryan said in a louder 
voice, still not turning to address her. 

“Could you believe how dumb some of those 
ads were?” Nina persisted. Now she was sure her 
chipper tone sounded false—after all, it was. “I 
mean, that one for fake cheese. Have you ever 
seen anything so, so...” 
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Bryan paused in the entrance to the orienta- 
tion room and stared at her with barely veiled 
annoyance. 

“So... cheesy?” Nina finished lamely, looking 
hopefully up at Bryan. Usually when she made a 
dumb joke, Bryan would burst into laughter, 
throw his arm around her shoulders, and ask her 
what he was going to do with such a silly girl- 
friend. But Bryan just stared at Nina for a second 
as if she were beneath contempt. Then he rolled 
his eyes and went into the orientation room. 

Nina felt her face burning with humiliation as 
she followed Bryan into the room and slid into 
the seat beside him. Bryan could be stubborn, 
but she’d never known him to hold a grudge 
over something so petty. Usually if he got an- 
noyed with her, it was about something that 
really mattered to him, like missing an important 
BSU demonstration. Even then, he’d never stay 
angry long after she resorted to her desperate 
dumb-jokes tactics. 

Hot tears welled up in Nina’s eyes, but she 
willed herself to hold them back. If anyone no- 
tices, maybe they'll think I’m just tearing up from 
staring at a TV screen for so long, Nina thought 
miserably, staring down at her hands. 

By now the rest of the students had filed into 
the room, none of them seeming as cheerful or 
relaxed as they had before the session. Nina 
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looked up to see Christian striding through the 
open doorway, followed at a slower pace by Dr. 
Akre. She made sure her expression remained 
tensc and exhausted so as not to throw gasoline 
on Bryan’s fire. 

As he took the podium Christian smiled at 
the weary-looking group of students scattered in 
the seats. “Well, I hope so far experiment X212 
is everything each of you dreamed it would be. 
No, seriously, I’d like to thank you all for taking 
the time to help out with this project—I know 
there are probably more interesting things hap- 
pening on campus.” 

A couple of students grunted and shifted in 
their seats. Nina let out a low sigh. We want to 
get out of here already, she thought, not listen to 
you remind us how boring this was. 

“And with that said . . .” Christian reached 
into the breast pocket of the blazer he was wear- 
ing underneath his unbuttoned lab coat. He 
pulled out a thick white envelope and tore it 
open, revealing a thick stack of crisp bills. He 
held up the money and fanned through the bills 
with his thumb, “I hope these fifties will make 
your time here seem better spent. If you could 
all just form a line and try not to trample each 
other...” 

His words were lost in the sound of chairs 
scraping against the floor as almost every student 
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in the room bolted from his or her seat and sur- 
rounded the podium in what looked much more 
like a mob than a line. Nina, still in a daze over 
Bryan, was startled to find that she was the only 
one still in her chair. 

Slowly she got up and approached the crowd 
of students. The faces that had been pinched 
with tension and restlessness a moment ago were 
now animated. A couple of guys in baseball caps 
whooped and slapped hands. Kerri, at the front 
of the throng, let out a little squeal of joy as 
Christian peeled off a bill from the stack and 
handed it to her. 

Nina glanced over at Dr. Akre and was sur- 
prised to see him watching the group of students 
intently, his eyes narrowed. I’m sorry, but world 
renowned or not, that guy gives me the creeps, 
Nina thought with a shudder. She turned her at- 
tention back to the crowd around the podium 
before Dr. Akre could notice she was staring at 
him. Then her heart leaped wildly. Bryan was 
emerging from the throng of students, grasping 
his money in his fist .. . and he was smiling. To 
Nina’s immense relief, he was still smiling as he 
met her eyes. 

Nina took a deep breath. She had to clear 
the air now, when he was in a good mood. 
Maybe they could take their money and go 
someplace special to make up. “Bryan,” she said 
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softly, “I am so sorry. You know how much I 
love you. I didn’t mean anything by it, I swear. 
It was just an innocent look. Can we please just 
forget about it?” 

Bryan’s gaze suddenly clouded over into a 
stare, and his jaw hardened. After a moment he 
said in a flat, cold voice, “I don’t want to talk 
about it right now.” 

Nina felt her cheeks flame. I can’t believe he 
just shot me down like that again, she thought, 
her patience with Bryan’s jealous little snit 
rapidly running out. “Don’t you think you’ve 
sulked long enough, Bryan?” she demanded. “I 
feel terrible, OK? Are we even yet?” 

Bryan just looked at her and snorted. 

“Fine.” Nina fought to keep her voice down, 
but her hurt had turned to anger; she was practi- 
cally seething now. Bryan was way out of line, 
and she wasn’t going to stand there and take it 
from him any longer. PH just give him a little 
time to chill out, Nina resolved. I know Bryan will 
Set over himself eventually. “I guess Pll see you 
tomorrow, then,” she told him lightly. “Right 
now I’m going to get my money.” 

Bryan gave Nina one last cold, hard look, then 
shrugged wordlessly and headed for the door. 

Blinking back tears of rage and sadness, 
Nina stormed toward the front of the nearly 
empty room, This isn’t like Bryan at all, she 
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sht in confusion. How could he beso cruel? 
As she held out her hand for her fifty-dollar | 
“bill, averting her eyes from Christian’s sympathetic 
gaze, Nina felt herself shiver involuntarily. She’d 
been too focused on Bryan to notice before, but 
now she had the sudden uncomfortable awareness 
that Dr. Akre’s hooded eyes were following her. 
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Tap, tap, tap. 

Elizabeth Wakefield looked up with annoy- 
ance from the book of Romantic poetry she had 
been poring over. 

Tap, tap, tap. 

She sighed and closed her book. Elizabeth 
was a serious student, and literature had always 
been one of her favorite subjects, but for some 
strange reason she was having trouble concen- 
trating on her English lit paper tonight. That 
strange reason was seated right across the library 
table, tapping a pencil against her teeth and 
drumming the fingers of her other hand against 
the tabletop as she read. 

What is with Nina tonight? Elizabeth won- 
dered. Nina was usually the one who insisted on 
studying in her own individual carrel so she 
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wouldn’t have to deal with any distractions. But 
tonight she’d suggested they sit at one of the 
long wooden tables frequented by the students 
who preferred whispering and giggling to hard- 
core cramming. Was she testing herself to see 
how many different repetitive actions she could 
perform simultaneously before driving Elizabeth 
to stab a pencil through her hand? 

“Earth to the stress queen,” Elizabeth said, 
kicking Nina lightly under the table. Nina 
looked up, startled. “I have a paper to write, 
and I can’t form complex thoughts with all that 
tapping going on.” 

Nina dropped her pencil onto her book and 
heaved a sigh. “Sorry, Liz. I guess I’m just a lit- 
tle restless.” She rubbed her eyes with the 
palms of her hands. “You know that experiment 
Bryan and I signed up for? We had the first ses- 
sion this afternoon.” 

“And? How was it?” Elizabeth’s blue-green 
eyes softened. Nina had sounded so excited the 
day before when she had called to tell Elizabeth 
about her and Bryan’s plan to earn extra cash. 
Now she sounded vaguely rattled. 

“Well, first of all, I sat in an uncomfortable 
chair in a tiny cubicle with electrodes strapped to 
my head, watching commercials for two hours 
straight. So it’s no big surprise that I’m having 
trouble sitting still. Second of all, Bryan and I...” 
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To Elizabeth’s surprise, her best friend’s eyes 
brimmed with tears. 

“Hey, why don’t we get out of here for a few 
minutes,” Elizabeth suggested gently, reaching 
out to put her hand on Nina’s arm. “We'll go get 
something to drink from the vending machine 
and you can tell me about it.” 

As Elizabeth and Nina sat holding cans of 
iced tea on the front steps of the library, Nina 
began filling Elizabeth in on the experiment and 
her fight with Bryan. It was a clear and mild 
evening, and the dusk sky was a deep, vibrant 
blue; Nina had relaxed visibly almost as soon as 
they'd gotten out into the fresh air. 

“I just can’t believe he was still sulking after 
the session.” Nina was gazing off into the dis- 
tance, looking deep in thought. “I can under- 
stand him feeling jealous for a few minutes, but 
it’s not like Bryan at all to be so petty.” 

Elizabeth took a sip of her iced tea, then set it 
down on the step beside her. “It does seem a lit- 
tle excessive,” she agreed. “Bryan strikes me as 
someone who’s really secure in himself. I’ve never 
thought of him as the hyperpossessive type.” 

She had always liked Nina’s boyfriend, largely 
because he was as principled and down-to-earth 
as Nina was—and she never saw him treat her 
with anything but love and respect. It’s so de- 
pressing to think that deep down, even the nicest 
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guys are capable of that macho pride stuff, 
Elizabeth thought sympathetically. Nina’s the 
most loyal person I know. She doesn’t deserve that 
stupid jealous-boyfriend routine. 

Nina nodded. “He’s never acted that way 
before. Bryan knows how much I love him. 
Why is he doing this?” 

Elizabeth pulled the purple scrunchie from her 
long golden ponytail and twisted her hair into a 
loose bun. “I know it’s easier said than done, but 
I wouldn’t worry too much about it. Bryan is one 
of the more together people I know, and he really 
loves you.” She fastened her bun in place and 
dropped her arms to her sides. “Let him sleep on 
it. He'll realize he was being a jerk, and every- 
thing will be all right between you two again.” 

“I guess,” Nina said, sounding doubtful. “It’s 
just .. .” She turned her face toward Elizabeth, 
her eyes questioning. “Do you think this whole 
experiment thing is a mistake? It seemed like the 
perfect way to make a fresh start in our relation- 
ship. But it’s only been one day, and already 
things are worse than ever.” Nina dropped her 
eyes to her lap, where she was nervously twisting, 
a silver ring on her index finger. “At least when 
we didn’t have time for each other, we didn’t 
have time to fight.” 

Elizabeth frowned with concern. “But the 
first day of any new situation is stressful. And 
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from the way you descnbed the session, it 
sounds like even Mother Teresa would have 
been a little testy when she got out.” She put 
her hand on Nina’s shoulder and gave it a light 
squeeze of reassurance. “Seriously, Nina—don’t 
get too worked up over it, or you might end up 
just making things worse. I’m sure everything 
will blow over by tomorrow.” 

“I guess,” Nina said again, not looking up. 

Elizabeth glanced at the glowing face of the 
clock tower on the SVU quad. She was worried 
about Nina, but if she didn’t get started on her 
English lit paper soon, there was no way she 
would have it done on time. “Listen, I should 
really get back inside. But you know I’m around 
if you need to talk. In fact, Jessica’s in Chicago at 
some convention, so you could even crash in my 
room if you don’t feel like being alone.” 

Nina looked at Elizabeth quizzically, seeming 
to have forgotten her problems momentarily. 
“Wait, say that again. Jess is at a convention? Did 
I miss something? Did she, like, become a travel- 
ing salesperson?” 

Elizabeth grinned. “Actually it’s a national 
convention of Theta chapters.” Elizabeth’s iden- 
tical twin sister, Jessica, was a member of Theta 
Alpha Theta, one of the most exclusive and pres- 
tigious sororities on campus—and, in Elizabeth’s 
opinion, one of the snobbiest and shallowest. 
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“Jessica was babbling on and on about ‘the em- 
powering influence of sisterhood’ when she 
called Mom and Dad to convince them to pay 
her airfare. But I have a sneaking suspicion that 
it’s all a big excuse to go on a shopping spree 
with Lila and Isabella in uncharted territory. 
Jessica never leaves room in her suitcases unless 
she knows exactly what will be occupying that 
space on her return trip.” 

“We must warn Chicago,” Nina said gravely. 
She held her hand up to her mouth as if it con- 
tained an invisible CB radio. “Chicago, do you 
read me? We have sorority sisters descending on 
the area in T minus five minutes. I repeat, soror- 
ity sisters in the area! Secure all mall zones!” 

Elizabeth laughed, half with amusement and 
half with relief. “Sometimes I wonder if you're 
my real twin. Maybe you and Jess were switched 
at the hospital.” It was a recurring joke between 
Elizabeth and Nina that though Elizabeth and 
Jessica were mirror images of each other on the 
surface, they were complete opposites on the in- 
side. Personality-wise, Elizabeth had much more 
in common with Nina than with her own twin. 

Nina laughed. She turned to look Elizabeth in 
the eyes, still smiling. “Liz, thanks for cheering me 
up. I’m sure you’re right about Bryan—I should 
just stop freaking about it. He’ll get over it.” 

Elizabeth noticed that Nina’s voice wavered 
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slightly as she mentioned Bryan’s name but 
chose not to bring it up. “I k#ew Pm right,” she 
said decisively as she and Nina picked up their 
cans of tea and stood up. After they walked back 
up the stairs Elizabeth tossed her almost empty 
can into the recycling bin outside the library 
doors. “Try not to even think about it until you 
see him tomorrow.” 

Nina dropped her can into the bin and 
sighed. “Pll do my best, Liz,” she promised. 
“But chances are I’m not going to stop feeling 
queasy until Bryan and I have made up. This 
whole day was just too weird.” 


“Is your home being . . . invaded?” a deep, 
portentous voice intoned. On the sereen, in 
grotesquely minute close-up, a gleaming brown- 
black cockroach scuttled across a sea of pristine 
white linoleum squares. That roach was followed 
by another and another and another, until the 
camera panned back to reveal a horrifyingly thick 
swarm of insects that covered half the floor and 
was growing fast. The sound track amplified the 
clicking, scraping noises of the thousands of tiny 
shells and legs as they advanced with excruciating 
defiance across the kitchen. 

Bryan felt his skin crawl. He clenched his fists 
to keep from clawing at his forehead, where 
beads of sweat were pooling under the tightly 
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taped electrodes. Was tt this hot in here yesterday? 
he wondered. He felt as if he could hardly 
breathe in the warm, thick air of the tiny cubicle. 
He couldn’t believe his heart could beat so 
quickly when he was just sitting still. 

“Then smoke them out,” the deep voice 
boomed as the kitchen filled with smoke. When 
it cleared, the camera zoomed in on the dead 
bodies of several cockroaches, their legs dangling 
feebly up into the air as the voice asserted that 
this brand was the fastest, most effective roach 
bomb on the market. “Kills them dead.” 

Bryan blinked. When he opened his eyes, the 
roaches had jarringly become glazed doughnuts 
with pink icing, nestled snugly together in a box 
lined with waxed paper. The camera panned out, re- 
vealing a red-pigtailed girl holding the box. With her 
free hand she took a doughnut dainuly between her 
thumb and forefinger and sank her perfect, pearly 
little teeth into the pink frosting. As she beamed at 
the camera with a smile that was sugary in every way, 
Bryan found his mouth watering. Mmm. I could 
really go for one of those doughnuts right now. 

Bryan blinked again. Even though the dough- 
nuts looked delicious, he felt surprised to be 
craving one. I can’t believe I could have an ap- 
petite for sweets ten seconds after watching that 
gross roach commercial, he mused. I guess all these 
ads ave getting to me. 
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Bryan let out a sigh and tried to shift his 
weight in the metal chair without tugging the 
tape on his forehead. It was a skill he’d just about 
mastered in the past two days, though occasion- 
ally he still flinched at the painful sensation of 
fine hairs being yanked from his face. Is fifty dol- 
lars really worth this torture? Bryan wondered for 
the millionth time. As if the physical discomfort 
of the session wasn’t bad enough, the boredom 
of watching commercials flicker before his eyes 
was causing his mind to wander onto topics he 
didn’t particularly want to dwell on, Like Nina. 

“Nina,” Bryan whispered aloud, feeling a 
pang strike his heart. The moment he’d woken 
up that morning, Bryan had been overwhelmed 
with guilt over treating her so harshly. All day 
he’d been looking forward to sceing her and 
apologizing for being a world-class jerk. He’d 
planned to take Nina out to dinner that night so 
they could spend a romantic evening making up. 

But as soon as he’d arrived at the psych lab 
Dr. Akre had appeared almost out of nowhere, as 
if he had materialized from out of the wall. He 
had addressed Bryan with more animation than 
Bryan had imagined him capable of. “If you’re 
looking for Ms. Harper, she’s in the capable 
hands of Mr. Jimenez. | believe he’s hooking her 
up to the equipment as we speak.” 

Bryan had simply thanked him and headed 
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to his own cubicle in a daze. Capable hands— 

what had Dr. Akre meant by that? Was he hint- 
ing that something really was going on between 
Nina and Christian? 

When Christian entered Bryan’s cubicle a few 
minutes later to attach the electrodes, it was all 
Bryan could do not to reach up, grab Christian by 
the lapels of his lab coat, and tel! him in no uncer- 
tain terms to keep his hands off his girlfriend. 

Thinking of Christian and his smug I’m-get- 
ting-an-advanced-degree-and-I-happen-to-look- 
like-a-male-model smirk, Bryan felt his blood 
begin to boil. Pd like to show him some capable 
hands, he thought, clenching his own into fists. 
Everything had been fine between him and Nina 
before that pretty boy showed up on the scene. 

Blinking, Bryan realized that the woman in 
red Joie de Vivre lipstick had appeared on the 
screen again. Flirtation. It was the first time 
Bryan remembered an ad repeating from the pre- 
vious day. Again she ran the bloodred lipstick 
across her mouth in slow, hypnotic circles. Bryan 
felt himself growing more and more furious as he 
sat staring at the screen. 

As much as Bryan resented Christian, he had to 
admit that it wasn’t as if Christian had had to fall 
all over himself to get Nina’s attention. Nina had 
been checking Christian out from the moment she 
saw him. If she was that flirtatious when Bryan 
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was sitting right next to her, who knew what she 
did when he wasn’t around? The more he thought 
about it, the more sure he felt that Nina was see- 
ing Christian behind his back. She was probably 
with him right now, getting “hooked up.” 

Bryan exhaled slowly, trying to steady his 
heartbeat. He suppressed his urge to rip the 
electrodes from his forehead and run from the 
room. I can’t believe Nina could really blow off 
our relationship without a second thought to go 
fool around with that sleazeball. She’s only known 
this guy two days! 

He closed his eyes. He couldn’t think straight 
anymore. Was his jealousy making him totally 
unreasonable? Or was he secing something in 
Nina he’d never noticed before? 

When Bryan opened his eyes, a jowly middle- 
aged man on the TV screen was tearing a huge 
chunk off a plump chicken drumstick. As Bryan 
watched, the camera panned out to show a table 
heaped with buckets of chicken, mashed potatoes, 
gravy, peas, and biscuits. A hyperexcited male 
voice-over announced that if all this wasn’t deliv- 
ered in under thirty minutes, it was absolutely free. 

“But remember, you don’t have to eat it in 
under thirty minutes,” the voice-over pointed out 
in a laughing tone. As he spoke, the man popped 
a biscuit into his mouth and started piling 
mashed potatoes onto his plate, still holding the 
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half-eaten drumstick in his other hand. Bryan felt 
a strange mix of hunger and nausea as he watched 
the ad. The food looked delicious, but he was still 
too nagged with worry to have a real appetite. 

Are they together right now? Bryan squeezed 
his eyes shut, trying to blot out the images in his 
mind. Is be kissing her? Touching ber? 

“Have you been injured in an accident?” a 
grave voice intoned. “Have you been the victim 
of medical malpractice . . . or marital infidelity?” 

Bryan’s eyes flew open. On the TV screen a 
man in a charcoal gray suit stood in a room that 
was supposed to resemble a mahogany-paneled 
library but looked more like a cardboard set wall- 
papered with pictures of books. 

“Then the law firm of Slotnick, Meyers, and 
Platt can help you,” the man continued gravely. 
“Hi, ’'m Maynard Meyers. Our team of trained 
lawyers can help you get the justice you deserve.” 

The scene cut to a gray-haired man fixing 
earnest eyes on the camera. “My wife cheated 
on me behind my back for years, and I never 
suspected a thing,” he confided in a forlorn 
voice. “Then she sued for divorce and tried to 
take me for all I’m worth. I was devastated—my 
life was falling apart. Slotnick, Meyers, and Platt 
helped me get what was coming to me. And 
they can help you too.” 

Never suspected a thing... devastated ..., Bryan 
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repeated silently as a toll-free number flashed on 
the screen. How could I have been such an idiot? 

His mind briefly raced through all he and 
Nina had been through together. He’d always 
felt that deep in his heart he could trust Nina 
with anything—that they were soul mates. But 
now, as he shifted restlessly in his seat, a voice in 
his head was telling him that he had no concrete 
reason to be so sure. Feeling wasn’t the same as 
knowing. It’s not like anybody who gets two-timed 
sees it coming, Bryan reminded himself. The Nina 
who was sceing Christian behind his back wasn’t 
the Nina he knew at all. It was as if she’d sud- 
denly become a stranger. 

A new ad came on, for a fabulous cleaning 
product that made everything sparkle, shimmer, 
and shine. Bryan tried to block out the grating 
melody of its jingle so that he could think clearly. 
As hard as it was to admit, Bryan knew that he 
had two choices. He could convince himself that 
Nina could never betray him like that. Or he 
could start opening his eyes to the possibility that 
she could—and would. 

And maybe already had. 


Nina stood in the hallway of the psych fab, 
her arms folded tightly across her chest. She 
knew that if she let her hands drop to her sides, 
she’d end up biting her nails down to the quick. 
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tudents were barreling past her, many emerging 
from psych classes and a few from the experi- 
ment. Most people were walking in groups of 
two or three, laughing and chatting, with back- 
packs and bags over their shoulders. But the faces 
Nina recognized from the experiment belonged 
to young men and women walking alone with 
their heads down. Their arms hung stiffly at their 
sides or were, like Nina’s, folded across their 
chests. Obviously the strain of being cramped 
into the claustrophobic cubicles was taking its 
toll. By the time Christian had come into her 
room to unhook the electrodes, Nina herself had 
felt as if every muscle in her body were locked 
into one gigantic cramp. 

As she scanned the crowd of students for a 
glimpse of Bryan, Nina wondered why she was so 
nervous. It’s just Bryan, she reminded herself. 
When have I ever felt uncomfortable talking to 
him? He loves me no matter what. Right? 

Nina suddenly realized that her left hand had 
snaked its way up to her mouth and she was un- 
consciously chewing on her thumbnail. She 
pulled her hand away from her mouth. Get a 
Grip, girl, she chided herself mentally. As soon as 
you see him, this whole thing will be cleared up. 

Just then Nina saw a familiar, handsome face 

emerge from around a corner of the corridor. 
i Her heart did a little somersault in spite of her | 
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efforts to calm herself down. With damp palms 
Nina smoothed down the skirt of her nbbed 
black cotton dress. She’d chosen her outfit care- 
fully—it never hurt to look nice when you were 
trying to get back on your boyfriend’s good side. 
And she wanted to be dressed appropriately in 
case they went out for a reconciliation date. 

As Bryan approached, Nina lifted her hand 
in greeting and pasted on a smile she hoped 
didn’t betray her nervousness. “Bryan!” she 
called brightly, stepping in front of him. 
“What’s up? I looked for you before the session, 
but I didn’t see you.” 

Bryan stopped walking for a moment. He 
looked down at Nina, meeting her hopeful gaze. 
His expression was impossible to read. Then his 
eyes left her face and stared straight ahead. 
Without a word Bryan stoically stepped around 
Nina and resumed walking down the hall as if he 
hadn’t even seen her. 

For a minute Nina was too shocked to do 
anything but stand rooted to the spot. Then she 
whirled around and ran after Bryan. As she 
caught up with him she reached out and rested 
her hand gently on his arm. “Bryan, wait!” she 
begged. “This is crazy. We have to talk.” 

Bryan jerked his arm away as if Nina’s touch 
burned him. His cold look made Nina shrink 
back fearfully. She opened her mouth to speak, 
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but no words came out. Suddenly she had no 
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idea what to say. 

His eyes left Nina’s face and traveled down 
her body, taking in her close-fitting dress. Nina 
held her breath. 

When Bryan met her eyes again, there was a 
faint trace of a sneer on his face. “Who are you 
all dressed up for?” he asked in a cold, flat tone. 

“For you!” Nina cried, hurt and indignation 
mingling in her voice. “Bryan, please, don’t do 
this. I can’t believe this whole stupid thing has 
dragged on for so long. I’m sorry, OK? Can’t we 
at least talk about it?” 

“What is there to talk about?” Bryan returned 
in a low, even voice. It sounded morc like a state- 
ment than a question. 

Nina gulped, blinking back tears. His icy tone 
was like a slap in her face. “Bryan, I am so sorry 
if I hurt you. But I can’t make it up to you if you 
won’t even talk to me.” Ignoring Bryan’s stony 
silence, she continued. “Our relationship is way 
too important for us not to be up front with each 
other. It’s really hard for me to understand why 
my just looking at another guy is all of a sudden 
such a big deal to you. You have to trust me 
enough to tell me what’s going on.” 

Nina gazed expectantly into Bryan’s hazel 
eyes, looking for some sign that he knew she was 
right—that he even cared. Please, Bryan, she 
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begged silently, at least let me know that you still 
love me. It would mean the world to me. 

But Bryan just stared blankly back at her, his 
mouth set in a tight, hard line. Finally, after what 
seemed like an eternity, Bryan slowly shook his 
head. “I’m not so sure anymore,” he said, his 
voice flat and emotionless. “I’m not sure I can 
trust you at all.” 

With that, Bryan turned and continued walk- 
ing down the hall. This time Nina couldn’t bring 
herself to go after him. She stood frozen in place, 
watching him disappear into the thinning crowd 
of students until her vision blurred with tears. 

What did I do to deserve that? Nina wondered 
in bewilderment. How could Bryan go from loving 
me to hating me? She felt utterly devastated. Just 
days ago she’d been so excited and hopeful about 
their relationship . . . so sure, in her heart of 
hearts, that Bryan really cared. 

How could the man I love turn into a stranger? 
Nina asked herself as tears streamed down her 
face. How could I have been so wrong about us? 
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Chapter 
Four 


Don’t look back, Bryan willed himself as he 
walked slowly and purposefully down the psych 
lab corridor, his hands thrust into the pockets of 
his brown suede jacket. Don’t let her get to you. 
He could almost feel Nina’s eyes boring into his 
back, staring at him with that look of sadness and 
disbelief he’d seen just before he turned away. It 
was so tempting to turn back around, take her 
into his arms, and promise her that everything 
was going to be all right. 

I can’t cave in just because she gives me that inno- 
cent act, Bryan reminded himself, stecling his heart. 
If it’s that easy for her to get what she wants, she'll just 
Jo on manipulating me. A small voice in his head 
pointed out that the tears springing to Nina’s eyes 
had looked totally sincere—not like manipulation at 

_ all. But Bryan didn’t trust his instincts anymore; at 
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least not when it came to Nina. She’d already 
proved herself capable of surprising him in a pretty 
harsh way. 

As Bryan neared the door to the room where 
the students collected their cash, he was startled 
to notice that Dr, Akre was walking next to him, 
looking at him with an expression of sympathy 
and concern. He must have seen me and Nina 
fighting, Bryan realized. Since he saw her with 
Christian before, he must know what’s up. 

As he met Dr. Akre’s gaze the professor gave 
him a crooked smile. Surprised, Bryan returned it. 

“T saw what happened,” Dr. Akre said in a 
hushed voice as they continued walking in step 
down the hallway. “I don’t mean to pry, but I 
just have to say I feel for you—and I think you 
did the right thing.” 

“You do?” Bryan asked, unable to keep a star- 
tled tone out of his voice. The last thing he 
would have expected was for Dr. Akre to address 
him—or any of the students—voluntanily, much 
less to offer emotional support. “I mean, thank 
you, sir, Thank you very much.” 

“Don’t mention it, Bryan.” Dr. Akre smiled 
again. “You must always feel free to come and talk 
with me if you need someone to confide in. People 
like us have to—how do you say?—stick together.” 

“*People like us’?” Bryan echoed, puzzled. 

“Yes, Bryan.” Dr. Akre studied Bryan’s face for a 
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moment, “I noticed the moment I saw you that 
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you had a rare spark of intelligence. Something like 
what ordinary people call genius. I believe that you 
have the potential to go far, Bryan . . . and when- 
ever I see that potential, I do my best to nurture it.” 

“Wow,” Bryan said, flabbergasted. “I really 
appreciate that, Dr. Akre.” 

“Anytime, Bryan,” Dr. Akre answered, clap- 
ping Bryan on the shoulder. “I’m afraid I have to 
get back to the control room to make a few 
notes, but Pll see you tomorrow.” They said 
good-bye, and Dr. Akre turned down a corridor. 

It was so nice of him to say all that, Bryan re- 
flected as he opened the door to the room where 
the students collected their money. It’s like be 
really wanted to connect with me. Taken aback as 
he was, he felt grateful for the gesture of support. 

And he really thinks I’ve got potential! The 
compliment, coming from such a distinguished 
man, meant a lot to Bryan . . . especially now, 
when his ego could use a little boost. 

Bryan wondered if his initial reaction to the 
professor’s cold demeanor had been unfair. I 
guess my instincts about people havent been too 
Good lately, he reminded himself. Dr. Akre had 
acted strangely during the orientation, but some 
people were just uncomfortable in group situa- 
tions. Maybe under his stern exterior Dr. Akre 


_ was actually a pretty decent guy. 
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* * * 

Nina swiped her meal card through the metal 
fixture beside the door to the dining hall. A light 
over the door flashed. Nina opened the door and 
entered the dining hall. 

Ordinarily, if she was eating dinner alone, 
she’d just swing by the snack bar on her way 
back from class and pick up a salad to take back 
to her dorm room. But she’d spent most of the 
evening there already, crying her eyes out over 
Bryan, and she didn’t think she could stand to 
stare at the same four walls anymore. Besides, 
whenever she was this upset, she needed a good, 
hot meal. Salad just didn’t cut it as comfort food. 

Nina picked up a tray from the stack by the 
dining hall entrance and headed over to the buf- 
fet line. As she slid her tray along the line she 
wrinkled her nose at the array of entrées: thick 
slabs of meat loaf the color and consistency of 
corkboard; stringy, dried-out spaghetti in a 
rapidly congealing cream sauce; viscous, grayish 
stew filled with chunks that reminded her of . . . 

Nina shuddered. Don’t even go there, she told 
herself, moving her tray farther down the line. 

As she always did when she was depressed and 
confused, Nina felt a pang of homesickness. If only 
her family lived closer by, she’d have headed 
straight home and wheedled her mother into whip- 
ping up the ultimate comfort food: Mrs. Harper’s 
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baked macaroni and cheese. That dish had gotten 
Nina through many a high-school crisis, When it 
came to her mother’s cooking, Nina was a firm be- 
liever in getting in touch with her inner child. 

Nina looked back at the spaghetti and cream 
sauce, wondering if it was her safest. bet. But she 
was distracted by a cluster of girls to her right 
who were giggling and pointing at something to- 
ward the end of the buffet line. Curious, Nina 
craned her head to see what they were looking at. 

A young blond woman was pushing two trays 
down the line. Each tray was piled high with a 
jumble of food-heaped plates. 

Nina did a double take. She knew that girl. 

It was Kerri. 

As Nina watched, Kerri grabbed a slice of 
meat loaf from one of the trays and crammed it, 
almost whole, into her mouth. With her free 
hand she continued to pull plates of food from 
the buffet. She tossed a dish of peas onto the top 
of one of her trays, where it teetered precariously. 
Peas spilled down from the dish onto other plates 
of food. Swallowing the last of the meat loaf, 
Kern reached under the dish of peas and ex- 
tracted a handful of spaghetti. 

Nina put her hand to her mouth in shock as 
Kerri tilted her head back and stuffed her mouth 
full of spaghetti. The girls to Nina’s right had 
_ Stopped giggling and pointing and were now 
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staring openmouthed. The scene Kerri was mak- 
ing was clearly beyond being funny. 

When she finished her spaghetti, Kerri 
smacked her lips and vigorously licked the palms 
of her hands clean—ltke an animal, Nina 
thought with horror. Kerri pushed her overflow- 
ing trays a few inches farther down the line. Her 
eyes gleamed as she spied a wide, shallow tray of 
barbecued chicken. Reaching out with both 
hands, Kerri grabbed a drumstick and a breast. 
She brought both to her mouth and ripped a 
chunk from the drumstick, then the breast. Sauce 
coated her face, and scraps of food covered the 
front of her T-shirt. Kerri couldn’t seem to eat 
quickly enough, tossing half-eaten chicken pieces 
to the floor and reaching out for more. 

Nina couldn’t believe her eyes. Kerri seemed so 
nice and normal, she marveled. I can’t believe she 
would do something like this in public. Nina 
thought back to the way she and Kerri had joked 
at the first session about being tempted by ads 
for fattening foods. But I thought she was just 
watching her weight, like me, Nina thought with a 
twinge of guilt. I would never have brought it up 
if I knew she had a real problem with food. 

Nina shook her head in sympathy. J guess I 
shouldn't be ail that surprised, she reflected. It’s 
sad how many women have really severe body 
image problems. 
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: Still, it was odd that Kerri would be so public 


about her problem, Nina knew from her psychol- 
ogy courses that the vast majority of women who 
went on eating binges did so in secret and were 
deeply ashamed if anyone saw them gorging 
themselves. But Kern didn’t even seem to notice 
that a loose crowd of students had gathered be- 
hind her at a discreet distance, watching the spec- 
tacle she was making. It was as if she was 
oblivious to everything except the food in front 
of her. 

Should I try to talk to ber? Nina wondered. 
Maybe this is some kind of cry for help. 

As Nina hesitated, fearful of approaching 
Kerri, a few of the food servers stationed behind 
the buffet line raced over. “Miss, please don’t use 
your hands!” a middle-aged woman shouted at 
her. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” 

Kerri went on grabbing chicken legs and rav- 
enously tearing bites out of them, oblivious to 
the stir around her. 

A young male food server grabbed Kerri’s 
wrist, causing her to drop the drumstick she was 
holding. Kerri looked up at him, her eyes wide 
with alarm, as if realizing for the first time that 
she wasn’t alone. Uttering a strangled little cry, 
she struggled to wrench free of his grasp. As she 
writhed, her trays crashed to the floor, splattering 
food and ceramic shards all over the dining hall 
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floor. Surprised, the young man let go of Kerri’s 
wrist. As the room exploded into commotion 
Kerri darted through the crowd of students to 
the dessert table on the other side of the room. 

Nina let out her breath slowly. She hadn’t re- 
alized how long she’d been holding it. There’s no 
way I can tatk to her, Nina realized sadly. She’s 
way past the point of reason. 

Students were shrieking and picking food 
from their clothes. The sounds of other dishes 
clattering to the floor echoed through the dining 
hall. Food servers were pushing past the stu- 
dents, racing to get to Kerri before she could do 
any more damage. But Nina stood rooted in 
place, her gaze fixed on Kerri. 

As Kerri grabbed a frosted doughnut from the 
dessert table and sank her teeth into it, an ex- 
pression of something like pure rapture on her 
face, Nina had a strange feeling of déja vu. Where 
had she seen that image before? 

In the commercial, Nina remembered sud- 
denly. The little girl biting into the doughnut! 

Her mind ran through the other ads she'd 
watched that day at the session. She’d been too 
worried about Bryan to pay much attention, but 
a few distinct images stood out in her mind. She 
recalled the plump man gorging himself on 
chicken. Could watching all those ads for food 
have set off Kerri’s binge? Nina wondered. It was 
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certainly understandable that being bombarded 
with tempting images of food would strongly af- 
fect someone with serious eating issues. 

The cafeteria workers had managed to grab 
Kerri by the arms and were leading her toward the 
exit. Kerri’s face was smeared with barbecue sauce 
and pink icing. Her eyes were as round as saucers 
and full of fear. She looked dazed, as if she had no 
idea where she was or how she had gotten there. 

Nina shuddered. After her confrontation 
with Bryan, seeing Kerri like that was more 
than she could take. 

Leaving her empty tray behind, she turned 
and quickly left the dining hall. She didn’t want 
to see Kerri be dragged out like a rabid animal. 
And besides, Nina had lost her appetite. Comfort 
food suddenly didn’t seem like it would be 
enough to comfort her. 


Elizabeth glanced at the glowing face of her 
watch as she pushed open the front door of 
Dickenson Hall. It was a few minutes after 
seven—she had more than enough time to look 
over the final draft of her English lit paper and 
check her references. 

Elizabeth slipped her free arm through the 
strap of her backpack. I’m going to get a hernia 
from carrying this laptop back and forth to the li- 
brary, she thought wryly as she wriggled her 
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shoulders to distribute the backpack’s weight. I 
wish I was one of those people who could get any 
work done in their room. Even though Jessica, 
Elizabeth’s number-one distraction, was out of 
town, Elizabeth felt as if her twin’s energy lin- 
gered in the room they shared—after all, most of 
Jessica’s clothes were still strewn around her side 
of the room from her flurry of last minute pack- 
ing. And anyone who knew Jessica knew that her 
energy was opposed to studying of any kind. 

Still, the room feels empty without Jess. That’s 
probably the real reason I can’t get any work done 
there, Elizabeth realized. She found herself hop- 
ing Nina would be in her usual carrel! at the li- 
brary and provide just a /#ttle distraction from 
English lit. Without her sister around, Elizabeth 
missed having someone to unload with after 
classes. Besides, she wanted to make sure Nina 
had worked everything out with Bryan. 

The night was clear; the oval, almost full 
moon shone brilliantly against the clear sapphire 
sky. A cool breeze made Elizabeth shiver in her 
worn T-shirt and lightweight blue cotton draw- 
string pants. She quickened her pace, wishing 
she’d thought to bring a sweater. It was so stuffy 
in the dorm that she never remembered how 
cool it could get at night. 

As she rounded the corner of the mathematics 
building Elizabeth felt her skin prickle, and not 
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just from the chilly night air. Out of the corner 
of her eye she caught a flicker of movement in 
the bushes by the wall. The hedges were set back 
from the path where students walked, and the 
rustle she heard was much too loud to have been 
made by a squirrel. 

Elizabeth held her breath. Did she dare 
look over to see what it was? Or should she 
just keep walking and pray that whatever it was 
didn’t notice her? 

A low, agonized groan from the bushes made 
Elizabeth’s heart begin to pound. She risked a 
glance to her side. 

At first she didn’t see anything but a wildly 
waving shadow looming huge against the brick 
wall of the mathematics building. Then her vi- 
sion adjusted slightly, and Elizabeth could make 
out a human form. The darkness hid his features, 
but the figure looked to be a young man, proba- 
bly a student. He was tall and lanky, and his long 
limbs were shaking in a frenzied motion. He’s 
scratching himself, Elizabeth realized. Even in the 
shadows she could see that one forearm was 
streaked with parallel lines. He must have 
scratched his arms unul they’d bled. 

Elizabeth didn’t want to stare. She fixed her 
gaze firmly forward and kept walking, and in a few 
seconds she had passed the guy. The library was 
‘just past another row of buildings—in no time at 
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all she’d be sitting in a warm, bnghtly lit room 
wondering if she’d imagined this whole thing. 

Behind her Elizabeth heard another low, al- 
most animal moan, which grew steadily louder. 
Then suddenly the voice broke into speech. 

“Get them off me! Get them off, get them 
off!” The voice was shmill, agonized, and pan- 
icked at once; if it hadn’t been repeating the 
same words over and over, Elizabeth wasn’t sure 
she’d have understood. 

Reflexively she turned around and took a step 
forward, ready to help the guy in whatever way 
she could. No matter how creepy the scratching 
and strange noises seemed, Elizabeth Wakefteld’s 
conscience wouldn’t let her just turn her back on 
such a desperate plea. I'll just find out what’s up, 
get him some help, and go about my business to the 
library, Elizabeth reasoned, trying to calm the 
pounding of her heart and the little voice that 
told her attractive young women shouldn’t nec- 
essarily stop to help men who were screaming 
and clawing at themselves in the dark. 

As she approached, the young man lifted his 
head and stared straight at Elizabeth with an ex- 
pression of anguish. 

Elizabeth froze in her tracks, terror trickling 
down her spine. She could see that his face, like 
his arms, was streaked with blood. As his blood- 
shot eyes scanned her face, not quite focusing, he 
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stretched out his arms, as if reaching for her. 
Another low moan escaped his lips, and he stag- 
gered forward a few steps. 

He’s coming after me! Elizabeth realized, 
panic catapulting her into motion. She spun on 
her heel and started running away, expecting to 
hear the pounding of footsteps behind her. When 
she heard nothing, she slowed her pace and 
risked looking around. 

The guy was still rooted in place, staring 
blankly toward the spot where Elizabeth had 
been standing, his bloody arms outstretched in a 
pitiful gesture. 

He wasn’t calling out to me at ali, Elizabeth 
realized, her adrenaline rush subsiding into a 
queasy feeling. He didn’t even see me—he was 
looking right through me. She should have been 
relieved, but she just felt even more frightened. 

As Elizabeth watched from a few paces away 
the guy Jet out another piercing shriek. Then he 
doubled over, wildly clawing at his back with both 
hands. His face was practically buried in a hedge. 
His shrill cry still echoed across the campus: “Get 
them off me! Get them off? But even in the dark- 
ness, even from where she was standing, Elizabeth 
could sce that there was nothing there. 

For a moment she hesitated, unsure if she 
should still try to get the guy some help. As 

_ Elizabeth hovered uncertainly a few feet away, 


71 


the young man continued to rant and whimper. 
“Get them off—smoke them out—they’re . . .” 

This guy ts obviously on some major drugs, she 
thought grimly. It’s sad that be wants to throw his 
mind away ltke that—but that doesn’t mean it’s 
my problem. If the guy was on a powerful hallu- 
cinogenic, there was no telling what kind of 
crazy, violent behavior he was capable of. 

I definitely Getter not get involved, Elizabeth 
concluded. There’s no point in putting myself at risk 
to help somebody who doesn’t want to help themselves. 

As she turned on her heel Elizabeth realized 
that the guy had crashed to the ground by the 
hedges and was lying curled in a fetal position. 
His legs kicked out spastically while his arms con- 
tinued to scratch and claw at his face and torso. 
Elizabeth shuddered as she resumed her brisk 
pace toward the library. 

When she’d left the druggie safely behind her, 
Elizabeth let out her breath with relief. But as 
she continued across campus she couldn’t shake 
the unnerving fecling seeping into her bones. 
Maybe she was naive, but it was disturbing to re- 
alize that there were such hard-core drugs float- 
ing around on campus. 

I guess there are always sleazy drug dealers around, 
ready to make money off college kids, Elizabeth 
thought. Depressing, but true. Elizabeth was a re- 
porter for WSVU, Sweet Valley University’s campus 
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TV station, and she had a pretty good sense of the is- 

sues facing the college community. She knew that 

drug use on campus, while tragic, was nothing new. 
So why did that incident freak me out so much? 


“It slices, it dices, it juliennes, and it will not 
rust, chip, dull, break, or wear out!” a fortyish 
man in a garish patterned sweater announced in 
one breath. His chipper, pasted-on smile con- 
trasted strangely to the huge, gleaming butcher 
knife he held up next to his face. “The sharpen- 
ing kit and lifetime warranty are included ab- 
solutely free of charge!” 

Strapped into the uncomfortable metal chair, 
Bryan gritted his teeth as the T'V screen zoomed 
in on the blade cutting through a large tin can. 
The harsh, rasping sound of metal sawing metal 
stood Bryan’s hair on end. I don’t know how 
much more of this I can take, he thought irritably. 

“Now watch as it miraculously slices through 
a tomato in one stroke!” the man in the sweater 
exclaimed gleefully as he lifted the knife over his 
head. For an instant the silver blade reflected the 
bright lights of the TV studio. Then the knife 
came down, swiftly hacking a tomato into two 
pieces. The crack of the knife hitting the wooden 
cutting board was so loud that Bryan jumped, 
then flinched as the sudden movement tugged at 
the electrodes taped to his forehead. 
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“Now how much would you pay?” the man 
on-screen demanded. 

Bryan’s head throbbed. He was starting to get 
really impatient now. It was sheer torture to be 
strapped in this tiny room watching this drivel. 

Suddenly the screen grew dark. A smartly 
dressed woman was walking down an alleyway, 
her heels clicking on the stone ominously. She 
screamed as a man jumped out of the shadows 
and held a knife to her throat. The scene 
paused as a deep, take-charge female voice bel- 
lowed, “Women! Don’t let fear follow you 
down the streets!” 

Bryan’s eyes widened in amazement as the 
woman suddenly elbowed her attacker in the ribs 
and flipped him over onto his back. After the act 
was replayed in slow motion, the scene dissolved 
to a karate studio, where a muscular woman 
pointed her finger toward the screen challengingly 
while a dozen other women punched, kicked, and 
flipped male dummies behind her. “Here at the 
Tiger Ferguson School of Self-defense, Pi teach 
you the skills you need to . . .” 

“Get them before they get you!” the women 
cried in unison, throwing their fists in the air be- 
fore going, back to battering the dummies. 

Bryan pulled at his collar and cleared his 
throat. There’s not enough air in here, he realized 
suddenly, It’s so stuffyv—I can hardly breathe. 
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Just then he noticed that a house consumed 
by flames had appeared on the screen. As the 
camera slowly zoomed in on the blazing building 
Bryan’s face broke out in beads of sweat. So bor 
in here, he thought dazedly. 

“The owners of this house will have to start 
over,” a deep, gravelly voice-over commented. 
“Their entire lives have just been burned to the 
ground. Just lighting one match was all it took.” 

For a minute Bryan stared at the burning 
house, hypnotized. Start over... lives... 
burned to the ground .. . The words tumbled 
around in his mind. Watching the flames rise 
higher into the night sky, Bryan felt anger sud- 
denly bubble up in him. 

That’s exactly how I feel... my whole life’s been 
burned away! he fumed silently. I came bere to be 
with Nina, but that part of my life is gone now. 
There’s no reason for me to be trapped here like a 
lab rat, but I have nowhere else to go. Look at me 
sitting here like an idiot, strapped helplessly into 
this chair while Nina is off somewhere with 
Christian, doing... 

Don’t think about it, Bryan commanded him- 
self. Don’t even think about her ever again after 
the way she betrayed you. 

“Don’t let this happen to you,” the voice-over 
urged sternly. “Sloan Home Insurance can help 
you make sure yeur dreams don’t turn to ashes.” 
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As Bryan stared at the fire that still filled the 
screen, the corners of his vision blurred with 
fury. All at once he couldn’t stand being 
strapped into this torture chamber a second 
longer. Ignoring the pinching of the tape, Bryan 
reached up and began pulling at the electrodes 
on his forehead. Have to get free, he thought 
wildly. Have to get out of bere. But the electrodes 
were attached more firmly than he’d thought. 
Frantically Bryan started to claw at the tape that 
held them on his hot forehead. 

“Come on down!” a loud, nasal male voice 
bellowed from the TV, so loudly that Bryan’s 
hand flew away from his forehead. 

On the screen a portly, red-faced man with 
dark curly hair was practically pressing his face to 
the camera and screaming at the top of his lungs. 
“Bargain Barn is cleaning house with prices that 
are lower than the lowest prices you’ve ever 
imagined in your wildest dreams! We are slashing 
prices on furniture, men’s and women’s clothing, 
toys, electronics, fine jewelry, and hunting rifles!” 

The monitor flashed to an overhead view of a 
large, high-ceilinged warehouse heavily stocked 
with merchandise, As the image moved at double 
speed, tiny figures scuttled around the store, 
picking up merchandise from the shelves. 

As the time-lapse filming continued, the ware- 
house was stripped down to a vast, bare space 
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with white walls and a gray floor. The sight of all 
that open, uncluttered space was incredibly 
soothing. For a moment Bryan’s rage subsided, 
and he settled back into his seat. He could al- 
most breathe easily. 

“That’s right, folks—come down here and 
clean us out,” the curly-haired guy barked, pop- 
ping back into the frame. “We won’t rest until 
every item is stripped from these shelves to make 
room for brand-new merchandise! Everything 
must go—that’s right, everything must go! Our 
prices are so low, it is é#-sane!” 

Bryan stared transfixed at the screen, his fists 
clenched so ughtly that his nails dug into his 
palms. He didn’t exactly understand why, but the 
sight of the guy on the screen, the noxious sound 
of his voice, had raised his fury to a fever pitch. 

“Everything must go,” he repeated in a whis- 
per, bobbing his head to the rhythm of the 
words. “Clean us out. Everything must go.” 
Some sixth sense told him there was a hidden 
message in the commercial, but he couldn’t de- 
cipher its secret meaning. He just knew it had 
felt good to watch everything get stripped away 
like that. “Everything must go,” Bryan hissed 
again, still staring at the screen. Now the 
roaches he’d seen yesterday were crawling across 
the floor again. 

The pressure in his head grew so intense that 
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Bryan couldn’t move. He wanted to bolt from 
his seat, but he was frozen in place. 

As he watched the roaches creep across the 
floor, his vision blurred again. Then it clouded 
over in a wash of red. Bryan was completely 
blinded—all he saw was red, filling his senses, 
feeding his rage. 

The pressure became unbearable, and Bryan 
thrashed his head from side to side, moaning in 
agony. He kicked out with his legs and yanked 
again at the electrodes on his forehead. “Make it 
stop!” he screeched as loud as he could, still 
blinded by the wave of scarlet. “I can’t take it 
anymore! I can’t take the pain!” 

But as he twisted helplessly in his chair Bryan 
felt the red close in around him, swallowing him 
up. The scent of the red filled his nostrils; he 
could feel its sticky touch beneath his fingers as 
the roach commercial voice-over blared, “Kills 
them dead.” At that moment the red rage was 
all that existed. 

Have to make it go away, Bryan thought fever- 
ishly, too choked by red to scream. Burn it away. 
Clean it out. Kill it dead. Everything must go! 


Baldness is commonly believed to be a trait in- 
herited via the mother’s side of the family... . 

Alone in her carrel at the library, Nina blinked 
back tears. The words in her biology book reminded 
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er of how she always used to tease Bryan—who, 
like most guys Nina knew, was ternfied of the 
prospect of growing bald—by pretending that she 
noticed his hairline receding. Then they’d playfully 
talk about what it would be like when they were an 
old married couple. 

Just remembering how it felt to joke with 
Bryan like that made Nina’s eyes fill with tears. 
They had always had enough trust in their rela- 
tionship to tease each other mercilessly without 
either one of them ever feeling hurt. A tear slid 
down Nina’s face. How had all of that trust been 
shattered in mere days? 

Nina angrily wiped the tear away. I can’t be- 
lieve even biology chokes me up. I am really losing it 
over Bryan. 

She slammed the textbook shut with more 
force than she’d intended. The sudden noise 
made her jump. Out of the corner of her eye 
Nina saw a couple of students in adjacent carrels 
crane their heads around to glare. 

Nina rubbed her eyes, which ached from cry- 
ing, from studying, and from her third straight 
day of sitting through two hours of commercials. 
As soon as she took her hands from her face a 
fresh round of tears sprang up. The day’s session 
had strained more than just her eyes. 

Bryan had avoided her completely; he’d been 
gone by the time Nina emerged from her cubicle. 
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And the other experiment subjects had seemed 
even more tense than she felt—as they stood in 
line to collect their money the room was silent ex- 
cept for the shuffle of feet. Nobody spoke or 
smiled. Kerri was looking zoned out and licking 
her lips nervously; Nina couldn’t summon the 
strength to approach her about last night’s inci- 
dent at the dining hall. 

The tall guy who’d slept through the orienta- 
tion had appeared especially drawn and haggard. 
Nina wouldn’t have been a bit surprised if he 
hadn’t slept since that first day. As he’d passed by 
Nina on his way out of the psych lab she’d stifled 
a gasp at the sight of jagged red scratches streak- 
ing his face and running along the length of his 
arms. Like Kern, he looked strangely absent, as if 
the light of consciousness had gone out of his 
eyes. Nina felt sick at the memory. 

Suddenly the carrel felt unbearably smal! and 
confined. Taking care not to make any more sud- 
den noises, Nina pushed her chair back slowly 
and got up. Her cheeks were flushed and hot 
from crying; she needed to go to the bathroom 
and splash some cold water on her face. 

As she walked down the corridor of the library 
toward the rest rooms Nina couldn’t stop turning 
over the day’s session in her mind. Everyone, not 
just Bryan, had been acting so weird. 

Truc, the conditions of the experiment were 
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uncomfortable. And Nina had to admit that 
some of the ads the students had been shown 
were pretty creepy. That one with all the 
roaches crawling across the floor had appeared 
five times over the past couple of sessions, and 
it made Nina’s skin crawl every time. And some 
of the new ads they’d seen, like the one for 
home owners’ insurance, seemed strangely off 
somehow. 

There’s something weird about a commercial 
showing all that footage of a house burning, Nina 
reflected, thinking back. It made the fire seem like 
a cool spectal-effects sequence in an action movie. 
Almost as if they were trying to glortfy it. 

But still, Nina argued with herself, it’s not like 
the strange ads explain why everybody ts so totally 
tense. You'd think people would try to have a sense 
of bumor about it. 

Weary gloom coursed through Nina’s veins at 
the thought. Kern had had a sense of humor at first, 
but Nina had seen how totally unhinged the poor 
woman could become. Now Kerri seemed .. . 
different somehow. And Bryan—Bryan was practi- 
cally a stranger. 

A strange, nonsensical thought began to 
form in Nina’s head. Is the experiment... 
changing people? 

Nina shook her head in protest. That’s im- 
possible, she told herself. All we’ve done is watch 
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TV. People are suggestible to the media, but not 
that suggestible. 

Besides, the tenston between her and Bryan 
had started at orientation. And Bryan’s jealousy 
of Christian had nothing to do with the experi- 
ment—it had nothing to do with anything. It 
just didn’t make sense. 

Nina pushed open the door to the ladies’ room, 
still lost in thought. Sinks and a long mirror fined 
one side of the room, and a young woman was 
standing there fixing her makeup. Nina walked 
over to a sink several feet away, keeping her cyes 
down to hide the fact that she’d been crying. She 
turned on the cold water and bent over the sink, 
cupping water in her hands. After splashing the 
cool water over her face for several seconds, Nina 
straightened up and opened her eyes. She looked at 
her dripping face in the mirror, and unconsciously 
her eyes flicked over to the reflection of the other 
girl. Then she did a double take. 

The young woman beside Nina wasn’t just 
touching up her makeup. She was ringing her 
mouth over and over, in slow and deliberate cir- 
cles, with a dark, creamy lipstick that already cov- 
ered her mouth and most of her chin. Five 
shades of eye shadow streaked her forehead trom 
her cyelids to her hairline, and her eyelashes were 
matted with black mascara. A stark ridge of 
caked-on foundation ran along her jawbone, Her 
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shoulder-length, frizzy brown hair was snarled up 
with hair spray into a hideous wasp’s nest, and 
her black shirt and jeans were smeared with lip- 
stick and flecked with powder. 

It took Nina a second to place the young 
woman under all the makeup. Then her heart sank. 

She recognized the woman from the experiment. 

Nina averted her eyes so the young woman 
wouldn’t catch her staring. She reached down 
and turned off the water with a trembling hand. 
Stealing another glance up at the woman’s reflec- 
tion, she saw that there was no point in being 
discreet. She has no idea I’m even in the room, 
Nina realized. She’s totally in ber own world. 

Nina tore her eyes away from the brunette’s 
face and scanned the counter that ran along the 
mirror above the sinks. Cosmetic products were 
spread across the counter about a foot in either 
direction from the zombielike young woman. 
Bottles of loose powder and concealer lay spilled 
on their sides beside crushed lipsticks and dried- 
out mascara wands. The whole bizarre scene 
gave Nina chills. 

As Nina watched, the girl suddenly stopped 
circling her mouth with the lipstick. With the 
same slow, deliberate motion, never taking her 
eyes off her own reflection, the young woman 
raised her other hand to her mouth. Then, 
stretching her painted mouth into a grotesque, 
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clownlike smile, she touched her fingertips to her 
mouth and blew a kiss to her reflection. 

Nina felt the same horrible sense of déja vu 
she’d had while watching Kerri gorge herself at 
the cafeteria. I’ve seen that before, she realized, 
her nausea growing stronger. 

Seemingly transfixed by her own image, the 
young woman continued to blow kisses to her 
reflection in the mirror. The lipstick slipped un- 
noticed from her other hand and rolled across 
the floor toward Nina. Nina looked down at the 
curly script on the lipstick tube. 

Flirtation, she read. By Joie de Vivre. 
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It figures that we'd get a heat wave the day I re- 
member to dress warmly, Elizabeth thought. She 
stopped walking and shrugged off the red 
windbreaker she was wearing over her black 
denim overalls. But I guess I did leave for the 
library earlier than usual tonight. The late af- 
ternoon sun still glowed orange over the trees 
that lined the quad, veiled in a humid haze. 

After her strange encounter last night 
Elizabeth didn’t much feel like walking alone on 
campus after dark. Besides, she had a lot of read- 
ing to catch up on since she’d been concentrat- 
ing on her paper for the last week. 

Hopefully Pil run into Nina and we can walk 
back to Dickenson together, Elizabeth thought as 
she tied the windbreaker around her waist. I st#l 
don’t know how things went with her and Bryan 
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the other day. Elizabeth had stayed at the library 
until closing time the previous night to finish her 
paper, but she hadn’t run into Nina. She hoped 
that meant Nina and Bryan had patched things 
up and gone out somewhere romantic together. 

Elizabeth picked up her backpack and contin- 
ued walking toward the library. Evening classes 
were letting out, and students streamed across 
the quad, talking and laughing. Elizabeth waved 
at a couple of people she knew from her classes. 

As she approached the physics building on the 
far side of the quad, she saw a familiar figure 
emerge from its huge glass doors. It was Bryan. 
Elizabeth watched him walk slowly down the 
stairs of the physics building to the quad, then 
turn in her direction. As they drew closer to each 
other she saw that his hands were shoved into the 
pockets of his jeans. His shoulders were hunched, 
and his eyes darted worriedly from side to side as 
if he were afraid of something. 

Elizabeth frowned slightly. Maybe he and 
Nina didn’t work everything out, she speculated. 
Why else would Bryan look so unhappy? 

When Bryan was a few feet away, Elizabeth 
waved at him and called out, “Hey, Bryan!” 

Bryan jumped back, startled. Obviously he 
had been too preoccupied to notice her approach- 
ing. When he looked up at Elizabeth, his eyes 
were wide and unfocused. Then, after a second, 
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the light of recognition dawned in his eyes. “Oh,” 
he said in a choked voice, “Liz. Hi.” 

“I’m sorry I scared you,” Elizabeth said with a 
nervous little laugh. Bryan seemed really out of it. 
Maybe his problems with Nina went deeper than 
she’d realized. “How’s, uh, everything going?” 

Bryan’s expression was guarded. “Fine.” 

Elizabeth hesitated. “Are you sure? I mean, I 
don’t mean to be nosy, but you seem pretty 
tense. Is anything wrong?” 

“No,” Bryan said through clenched teeth. 
“Everything is fine.” He stared at Elizabeth as if 
he was hoping she would make her point and 
leave him alone. 

Elizabeth’s mouth opened and closed. She 
was utterly at a loss. Bryan had always been a 
good friend to her. He’d had arguments with 
Nina before—all healthy couples fought, in 
Elizabeth’s opinion—but he’d never taken his 
anger out on Elizabeth. Now I see why Nina was 
so worried, she thought. 

“Well, listen,” Elizabeth began. “I’m not really 
sure what’s going on with you and Nina, but just 
because I’m her friend doesn’t mean I’m not your 
friend too. So if you ever want to talk—” 

“Look,” Bryan interrupted in a sharp voice 
that made Elizabeth catch her breath. His eyes 
were blazing. “I don’t know what you want from 
me, but there’s nothing to talk about.” Bryan’s 
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voice, already quivering with anger, rose a notch. 
“Nothing, do you hear me?” 

Elizabeth stared at him in shock. He was 
really scaring her now, “Bryan, I—” 

“I don’t want to hear it!” Bryan practically 
screamed. “You’re just like she is. You want me 
to open up to you. Yeah, you’d like that. But 
I’m not going to fall for it, do you hear me?” At 
the sound of his voice a few passing students 
turned to stare, 

“Bryan, please calm down,” Elizabeth whis- 
pered. “I didn’t mean . . .” She bit her lip. There 
was no point in arguing with him—he wasn’t 
making any sense. 

Bryan jabbed an accusatory finger toward her. 
“Just back off. I don’t trust you, OK? You or 
Nina.” His voice faltered at the mention of Nina’s 
name. “] don’t know who to trust anymore!” 

Blinking back tears, Bryan looked away. For a 
moment Elizabeth thought she saw fear and con- 
fusion on his face. But when he turned back to 
Elizabeth, Bryan’s eyes were hard. His tears were 
obviously tears of rage. 

“Just stay away from me, and stop trying to 
pick my brain,” Bryan said in a low, menacing 
voice, Then he stepped past Elizabeth and ran off. 

Stunned, Elizabeth turned slowly around and 
watched Bryan’s figure disappear behind a 
building. That was more than a lovers’ quarrel, 


88 


7 


= ie 
7 


she realized with a sinking feeling. Something is 
really, really wrong. 

Elizabeth shook her head in sad bewilder- 
ment. “Poor Nina,” she said softly to herself. 


Bearing down hard with her ballpoint pen, 
Nina traced the outline of a circle in the margin of 
her biology book. She sat slumped in her carrel 
with her chin propped in her hand, but she’d given 
up trying to study twenty minutes ago. Seeing that 
girl from the experiment in the bathroom had 
upset her too much. It was as if everyone around 
her had suddenly changed personalities. 

Well, not everyone, Nina amended mentally. 
Just everyone from the experiment. 

But it didn’t make sense that the experiment 
would affect everyone so strongly. There had to 
be some logical explanation. Or, even more likely, 
a separate logical explanation for each incident. 
There was no reason Bryan’s jealousy should have 
anything to do with Kerri’s eating disorder or that 
either had anything to do with . . . whatever that 
girl was doing with ail that makeup. It had to be a 
coincidence. All of it. 

Nina dropped the ballpoint pen and buried 
her face in her hands. Maybe it’s me who’s going 
crazy, she thought miserably. The more she 
thought about the way Bryan was acting and the 
Strange incidents she’d seen, the more it all 
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seemed like some impossible figment of Nina’s 
imagination. Nothing she’d seen fit with the 
Bryan she knew . . . or even with the little she 
knew about the other students in the experiment. 

Suddenly a cold hand clamped down on 
Nina’s shoulder. Startled, Nina jumped back so 
violently that her chair almost tipped backward. 
At the same time she uttered a strangled little cry 
and whirled around to find herself face-to-face 
with . . . Elizabeth Wakefield, who was staring at 
her with shock and concern, 

Behind Ehzabeth the students in the next 
row of carrels had al! turned around in unison, 
like an annoyed chorus line, to glare at Nina. 
The girl in the carrel beside Nina craned her 
head all the way around to hiss, “If you’re hav- 
ing trouble concentrating, maybe you should 
study somewhere else.” 

Nina felt her face flush with embarrassment 
and the adrenaline still coursing through her 
body from the unexpected touch, She looked up 
sheepishly at Elizabeth, who had recovered from 
her own surprise and was gesturing to Nina to 
come out of her carrel. Nina got up from her 
chair and followed Elizabeth out into the corri- 
dor. When the door to the study room had shut 
behind them, Nina exhaled slowly, trying to 
steady the pounding of her heart. 

“T was about to ask you how you’re doing,” 
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Elizabeth said in the light, cheerful tone that 
Nina knew meant she was concerned about 
something but didn’t want to overreact. “But it 
looks like you’ve already answered my question. 
What’s going on?” 

“TIr’s this new diet I’m trying,” Nina said with 
a wry grimace. “The jump-out-of-your-skin diet. 
It really gets your heart rate up.” 

Elizabeth’s laughter echoed through the 
hall, but there was a slightly forced note in it. 
“Come on, Nina, I know you’d never start a 
diet without making me join you. Don’t forget 
our ‘misery loves company’ pact. Seriously, out 
with it. What’s up?” 

Nina heaved a sigh. “Well, you know how I 
told you about the experiment and how weird 
the vibe was at the lab?” 

Elizabeth nodded. 

“It’s just gotten worse,” Nina continued. 
“Everybody is acting really tense, and there have 
been... I’ve seen .. . I don’t know. . . .” Nina 
trailed off, shaking her head sadly. How could 
she explain to Elizabeth what she’d seen? 

Even Vm not convinced that this whole thing 
isn’t my imagination, Nina realized. If I tell Liz, 
she'll definitely think I’m insane. 

“People are just acting weird,” she finished 
lamely. “And Bryan...” 

Nina quickly filled Elizabeth in on the way 
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Bryan had been acting and the way he’d treated 
Nina when she’d tried to make up. “I don’t 
know what to do anymore,” she concluded, 
turning to Elizabeth with tear-filled eyes. “It’s 
like he’s not the same person.” 

Nina looked expectantly at Elizabeth and was 
surprised to find that her friend wasn’t meeting 
her eyes. Instead Elizabeth was gazing at some 
point in the distance with a thoughtful expres- 
sion on her face, almost as if Nina’s words had 
reminded her of something. “Liz?” Nina asked, 
putting her hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “What 
is it? Do you know what I’m talking about?” 


Startled, Elizabeth opened her mouth hesitantly. 
Should she tell Nina about her run-in with Bryan? 

It might make Nina feel better to know she’s not 
imagining things, she reasoned, that she’s not the 
only one Bryan was lashing out at. But then again, 
it might scare her even more. 

“Liz?” Nina pressed. “What’s going on? Have 
you scen it too?” 

“I...” Ehzabeth racked her brain. 

“Tell me, Liz!” Nina exclaimed urgently. “Did 
something happen to you? Do you know some- 
thing?” There was a strange, shrill note in her voice. 

Elizabeth gaped. That was the second time 
in a few minutes that Nina had _ practically 
started bouncing off the walls with anxiety. 
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lizabeth had never seen her friend so on edge. 

Pd better not say anything about Bryan, 
Elizabeth decided quickly. I can wait until she’s 
calmer to bring it up. Nina was obviously freaked 
out enough as it was. And it wasn’t as if Elizabeth 
had any answers or explanations for her. 

The thought of her strange confrontation 
with Bryan brought to Elizabeth’s mind the 
image of the druggie she’d seen the other day. 
Somehow the two incidents were linked in her 
mind-—it wasn’t often Elizabeth had a bizarre en- 
counter on the SVU quad, and now she’d had 
two in two days. 

“I was just thinking about this odd thing 
that happened to me on campus yesterday,” 
Elizabeth finally explained. “It really rattled 
me—when you were talking about the weird 
vibe going on at the lab, it reminded me.” 
Briefly she described the obviously drugged-out 
student, screaming and clawing at himself. “It 
was the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen, Nina,” 
Elizabeth recalled. “He had scratches all over 
his arms and face.” 

To Elizabeth’s surprise, Nina’s face went 
ashen. “What did he look like?” she breathed, al- 
most in a whisper. 

Elizabeth furrowed her brow. Nina’s eyes were 
fixed on her with an urgent, almost pleading look. 
“Ym not sure,” Elizabeth said slowly. “I 
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know he was white, and kind of tall and skinny, 
and I think his hair was brown. But it was pretty 
dark out, and he was kind of bent over, so it was 
hard to see his face.” She looked at Nina, who 
appeared to be lost in thought. “Why do you 
ask?” Elizabeth asked in what she hoped was a 
gentle, noninvasive tone, 

Nina shook her head; the movement seemed 
to shake her back to the present. “No reason. It’s 
just...” She spread her hands out helplessly. “It’s 
weird, the way people are acting all of a sudden.” 

For a moment Nina looked as if she was 
going to say something else, but then she just 
looked down at her feet and shook her head 
again. Her arms dropped to her sides. 

Elizabeth had never seen Nina look so at a 
loss, Her best friend was one of the most together 
people she knew, but now she looked small and 
confused. Elizabeth’s heart went out to her. 

Should I press ber? Elizabeth wondered. There’s 
obviously something Nina’s not telling me. She 
might feel better if she talks it out. 

But Nina wasn’t the kind of person who 
needed to be coaxed out of her shell; her frank- 
ness was part of what Elizabeth loved about her 
best friend. Whenever Nina wanted Elizabeth’s 
advice or support, she asked for it openly. Maybe 
she’s just not ready to talk about it, Ehzabeth con- 
cluded. I’d better give her some time to calm down. 
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“Listen,” Elizabeth said warmly, slinging her 
arm around Nina’s shoulders, “I know what you 
mean. There’s definitely some weird energy on 
campus right now. Hey, the full moon is coming 
up.” Elizabeth grinned at Nina, who she knew 
hated irrational, unscientific explanations of any 
kind, “But everybody will calm down eventually.” 

Elizabeth realized how vague and unhelpful 
she was being, but the truth was that she had no 
idea what to say. Ignoring Nina’s glum silence, 
she went on. “I have an idea. We’re both really 
stressed out. Why don’t we just blow off study- 
ing for tonight, rent some movies, and go watch 
them in the TV lounge?” 

Nina smiled wanly up at Elizabeth. “Thanks, 
Liz,” she said in a shaky voice. “But I think ’'m 
just going to go back to my room and try to 
get some reading done. I appreciate the offer, 
but I don’t think I could stand to look at a TV 
screen right now.” 


Bryan rummaged through the top drawer of 
his bureau. Why did he have all these socks? 
Almost all of them were white sweat socks or 
black cotton socks. Why did he need so many 
of the same kind? 

“One of each,” Bryan mumbled, starting to 
throw pairs of socks into the large, half-filled trash 
bag in the center of his floor. Those red socks 
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would have to go—all of a sudden Bryan hated 
those socks. He couldn’t believe he had bought 
them. “What was I thinking?’ he growled out 
loud. He separated the pair and tore each sock 
into strips before tossing them into the trash bag. 

When there were only three pairs of socks left 
in the sock drawer, Bryan pushed the drawer back 
into the bureau with such force that the small 
alarm clock on top of the bureau fell to the floor 
with a crash. Bryan picked it up and threw it into 
the bag. He had a watch—he didn’t need a clock. 

He yanked his T-shirt drawer out of the bu- 
reau and overturned it, dumping its contents on 
the floor. Bryan got down on his knees and 
started sorting through the T-shirts, ripping 
apart the ones he didn’t need anymore and 
throwing them into the bag. This was good. He 
was getting a lot donc. His room was going to 
be really organized now. 

It was around 3 A.M., according to the clock 
Bryan had just thrown away, and Bryan had been 
trying to study in his room since sundown. But 
he couldn’t concentrate on anything; when he 
looked down at the pages of his textbooks, all he 
saw was red. His anger at Nina just kept nsing 
up, choking him. He couldn’t breathe. Bryan 
had gotten up from his desk and paced the room 
for a few hours before he started to feel like the 
walls were closing in on him. 


96 


The wails. Bryan got up from the floor where 
most of his T-shirts were in shreds and climbed 
up onto his bed. He began nmpping down the 
posters that covered his walls, as well as the BSU 
flyers he’d saved to commemorate important 
events and rallies. Those times seemed far away 
now, like they were part of another life. The pnn- 
ciples he believed so strongly in, that he’d 
worked so hard toward, seemed distant and 
unimportant. Nothing was as important as get- 
ting rid of all his excess baggage. All this . . . stuff 
that was confining him. 

This room feels like a prison, Bryan thought for 
the fifticth time. A fresh sweat beaded on his 
forehead as he tore feverishly at the Jimi Hendrix 
poster over his bed. “Everything must go,” he 
muttered absently. 

Bryan sighed with satisfaction when his wails 
were bare. All those pictures had been hurting 
his eyes. All those faces reflecting back at him, 
watching him. Now the walls reflected nothing 
but the harsh glare of the fluorescent overhead 
light. It’s so much better this way, Bryan thought, 
feeling content for a fleeting moment. Then the 
anger came back. 

Bryan returned to his bureau. He yanked 
out all three of the bottom drawers in succes- 
sion, dumping their contents on the floor. Then 
he jumped back up on his bed. Bryan watched, 
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exhilarated, as the top-heavy bureau teetered 
and then pitched forward, knocking a lamp off 
his nightstand. The lightbulb shattered, spray- 
ing glass across the floor, and Bryan felt joy 
bubble up in him. 

Laughing like a child, he bounced up and 
down on the bed. It was as if he had been reborn, 
It felt so good to liberate himself from all this 
stuff, All the stuff fencing him in, trapping him. 

Then Bryan felt the anger come over him 
again, like hands closing around his throat. He 
wasn’t free, not yet. There was still so much to 
purge. He hopped down from the bed and 
grabbed the lamp that had fallen on the floor. 
Yanking the plug from the wall, he threw the 
lamp into the bulging trash bag. It was almost 
full—he’d have to make another run to the jani- 
tor’s closet soon. But he couldn’t leave yet, not 
with so much left to do. 

“Sull trapped,” Bryan whispered to himself. 
“Sull trapped.” The phantom hands around his 
throat squeezed tighter, and Bryan felt his breath 
come in ragged gasps. 

Bryan went over to the nightstand where the 
bureau had fallen. He saw that a glass of water 
had also been knocked over, leaving a puddle 
full of broken glass on the floor by his bed. 
Bryan bent down and picked up a handful of 
glass, not bothering to be careful of cutting 
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himself. He could feel the shards slice into his 
palm but in a detached way, like it was happen- 
ing to someone else. 

Bryan threw the glass into the trash bag and 
wiped his bloody hand on his jeans leg. Looking 
back at the nightstand, he saw that a picture in 
an ornate silver frame lay facedown beside the 
corner of the overturned bureau. 

Bryan picked up the picture and stared at it. It 
was a picture of Nina, taken not long after they’d 
first started dating. The glass over her face had 
cracked, but the image was still clear under the 
fine network of lines. She was laughing, with her 
pretty oval face tilted back and the yellow-beaded 
braids she used to wear swinging around her 
face. Bryan could almost remember the joke he’d 
told her to get her to laugh after she’d pointedly 
refused to smile for the camera. “On principle,” 
she’d said. He’d kept the picture by his bed be- 
cause it reminded him of everything he loved 
about Nina—her beauty, her humor, and her 
sense of principle. 

Did I really ever believe Nina had ail those 
qualities? Bryan marveled. His feelings for her 
seemed so far away, like all the other things that 
had once mattered to him. He ran his finger 
along the cracked glass, smearing a red wash of 
blood over the image of Nina’s face. 

It’s the same with Nina as with everything else, 
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Bryan reflected as he gazed at the bloodstained 
photograph. He’d had to get nid of all his stuff 
because he was too attached to it. His posses- 
sions were starting to possess him instead of the 
other way around. Just like I got too attached to 
Nina. I cared about her too much, and she started 
to control me. Tears of rage welled up in Bryan’s 
eyes, and Nina’s image blurred into a bloody red 
wash before him. I trusted her—and she used me. 
How could I have been so stupid? 

But he wasn’t going to fall for any more of 
her lies, wasn’t going to be so easily manipulated. 
It was because I cared about Nina that she was 
able to control me, Bryan told himself. Bur Pm 
going to take back control. Because Nina means 
nothing to me now. And she never will again. 

Bryan felt the anger rise so high in him that 
for a moment it was all that existed. Trembling, 
he gripped the picture frame tightly in both 
hands and raised it above his head. He could feel 
blood trickling down his arms. 

“Never again,” Bryan whispered aloud in the 
stillness of the wildly disarrayed room. Then he 
flung Nina’s picture as hard as he could against 
the bare wall and watched the glass shatter into a 
thousand pieces. 
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I wish I had my sunglasses with me, Nina thought as 
she shielded her eyes with her hand, trying to adjust 
to the golden late afternoon sunlight that slanted 
through the trees lining the psych lab. J feel disori- 
ented enough without being blinded by bright lights. 
Stepping outside was always a little overwhelming 
after two hours of confinement in the dimly lit cubi- 
cles and the trip through the mazelike hallways. 

Nina blinked several times rapidly. When she 
opened her eyes, she caught sight of Bryan a few 
yards ahead of her, racing down the front steps 
of the psych lab. 

Instinctively Nina opened her mouth to call 
out to him, but she caught herself almost imme- 
diately. There was no point in humiliating herself 
by shouting across campus to someone who 
wasn’t going to turn around. 
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A presence at her side made Nina aware that 
she was still standing in front of the doorway of 
the psych lab, blocking the exit. Nina turned and 
was slightly taken aback to see Kerri standing 
there, wearing the same glazed, unreadable ex- 
pression that had been stamped on her face for 
the past few days. 

Should I tatk to ber? Nina wondered. She 
stepped aside to let Kerri pass and started down 
the stairs. After Kerri’s scene in the dining hall, 
Nina wasn’t sure if it would be a good idea to ap- 
proach her. But now that they'd fallen into step 
beside each other, it seemed weird not to ac- 
knowledge her presence. 

“Kern, hi,” Nina said loudly as they walked 
down the steps. 

Kerri looked up with alarm, as if she hadn’t re- 
alized Nina was right next to her. Her pace slowed 
as she searched Nina’s face briefly. Then Nina saw 
recognition light in her eyes. “Hi, Nina,” Kern 
said finally, in a voice that was almost a whisper. 

Nina grasped for something to say as they 
reached the bottom of the stairs, “So where are 
you headed?” she asked brightly. 

Kerni’s face clouded, and her eyes narrowed into 
a guarded expression. “Home,” she said hoarsely, 

Nina felt struck dumb by Kerri’s trancelike 
coldness, For lack of anything better to say, she 
announced, “I’m off to biology. We’re going to 
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be discussing baldness. Pretty exciting, huh?” 

To Nina’s surprise, the ghost of a smile 
touched Kerri’s face. 

“My dream is that they’ll find a cure in our 
lifetime,” Nina continued, encouraged. “Because 
supposedly, you know, baldness is actually more 
common among women than men. So I figure if 
my time comes, I want to have some options.” 
She grinned tentatively at Kerri, and this time 
Kerri returned a real smile. Nina let out her 
breath; she hadn’t realized she’d been holding it. 

“ve heard that, but Dve never actually 
known any bald women,” Kerri said in a much 
more animated voice. 

The main SVU quad was teeming with stu- 
dents headed to and from classes. Outside in the 
fresh air, surrounded by ordinary, carefree peo- 
ple, Nina began to feel like she’d been ridiculous 
to imagine any connection between her problems 
with Bryan and Kerri’s problems with eating. 

Nothing but a coincidence, Nina assured her- 
self. College students are in crisis all the time—I 
know | am. I don’t know what made me think there 
was any reason for those things happening at once. 

“My aunt Eunice was bald, but she always 
wore this huge bouffant wig,” Nina noted. “One 
of the highlights of my childhood was the day I 
dared my cousin Jeffrey to steal it off her head at 
the church picnic.” 
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“Oh no. The poor woman.” Kern laughed, her 
gray cyes crinkling warmly. Her expression was as 
open and friendly as on the day Nina had met her. 

Maybe she’s getting some help for her eating 
problem, Nina speculated. What I saw must have 
been her hitting rock bottom. 

“Although I’m sure you got what was coming 
to you,” Kerri remarked, still giggling. 

“You bet. I think I’m actually still grounded, 
technically.” Nina started to laugh as well, both 
at the memory and at her relief that Kerri 
seemed back to normal. 

Behind Kerri, Nina saw a few guys in football 
uniforms approaching, obviously on their way 
back from practice. In front was a burly, tall, 
towheaded guy with a crew cut whom Nina rec- 
ognized from a couple of frat parties Elizabeth 
and Jessica had dragged her to. His name was 
Brett or Biff or something. From what Nina had 
seen of him, which had mostly been in the vicin- 
ity of kegs, he was a loudmouth who enjoyed 
calling attention to his heterosexuality at every 
opportune moment. 

Nina stopped laughing and cringed. Brett or 
Biff was obviously checking out Kern from the 
rear and looked unpleasantly like he was about to 
make one of his little witty remarks. 

“Hey, baby’s got back? Brett or Biff announced, 
guftawing loudly. His buddies, a beet-red-faced, 
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heavyset, sandy-haired guy and a tall African 
American, chorused low, snorting laughter. The 
sandy-haired guy clapped his fearless leader on his 
padded shoulder. He was less than a foot away from 
Kerri now, and for a second Nina was afraid he was 
going to grab her. 

Suddenly Kerri froze in her tracks. Nina saw 
that every trace of laughter was gone from her 
wide, terrified gray eyes. 

Without turning around, without even ap- 
pearing to move or breathe, Kerri reached be- 
hind her and seized Brett or Biff’s wrist. He let 
out a little high-pitched yelp as she yanked hard 
on his arm. Before Nina had time to react, there 
was a wild blur of limbs . . . and then the foot- 
ball player was lying on his back on the ground. 
Did she just flip him over with one hand? Nina 
gaped, disbelieving. 

Kerri’s fists were clenched, and she was kicking 
frantically at the guy’s torso as he feebly fought to 
push her away with his hands. “I won’t let you 
get me!” she screeched through clenched teeth. 

His friends, having recovered from their 
shock, moved in on Kerri to restrain her. “Hey, 
get off him, you psycho!” the blond guy yelled, 
reaching out toward one of Kerri’s flailing arms. 

But Kerri threw herself onto the guy on the 
ground and kept on hitting and scratching him 
in a frenzy. He shielded his face with his arms, 
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but her hail of punches kept him from getting 
up. “You won’t get me!” she screamed. “Youre 
all after me, but I won’t let you! Pl die first!” 

As the guy’s two buddies bent to wrestle 
Kerri off him the blond guy glanced up at Nina. 
“Hey, why don’t you do something?” he shouted 
at her. “Are you as psycho as your friend? Can’t 
you talk her down?” 

“I—I] don’t know,” Nina stammered, putting 
up her hands helplessly. “I don’t know what’s 
wrong with her.” She knew they were expecting 
her to join in restraining Kerri, but Nina felt as 
if she were paralyzed. The sight of Kerri in a 
blind, violent frenzy, attacking another human 
being like a bloodthirsty animal, chilled Nina to 
the bone. This can’t be happening, she thought 
frantically. 

[t took almost a minute for the two other 
guys to grab hold of Kerri and pull her off their 
friend. They dragged her to her feet. “Get a grip, 
you freak!” the African American guy cried, 
sounding deeply rattled. 

Her arms restrained, Kern whipped her head 
back and forth, still screeching. When she turned 
toward Nina, her round eyes had glazed over 
with terror and rage. Her pretty features were 
contorted into a mask of anguished dementia. 

“You,” she hissed in a strangled voice. “You 
planned this! You sent them to get me.” 
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Nina backed slowly away, trembling. “No, 
Kerri, please, calm down. I didn’t—” 

“You did this!” Kerri screeched, in a voice so 
loud and inhuman that the football players 
shrank back slightly. Taking split-second advan- 
tage of their alarm, Kerri wrenched her arms free 
and took off running away from Nina. 

As her figure receded into the distance, leav- 
ing a trail of openmouthed passersby, Nina could 
still hear Kern shrieking: “I won’t let you get 
me! You’ll never catch me!” 

Nina stood frozen in place, staring after Kerri, 
dimly aware of the football players helping their 
friend to his feet. She felt as if she were in a 
dream, where everything happening around her 
was absurd and random but had some elusive, 
underlying meaning. 

She didn’t know why Kerri had panicked like 
that, or why Bryan wasn’t speaking to her, or 
why a perfectly normal young man her age had 
scratched himself raw. But now she was sure of 
one thing: It all had to do with the experiment. 


The plump, middle-aged woman behind the 
snack bar gave Elizabeth her friendly, dimpled smile. 
“Not another salad?” she asked sympathetically. 

Elizabeth looked up from the shelf of clear 
plastic containers she’d been inspecting, search- 
ing for the salad with the least-wilted spinach 
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leaves. “Afraid so,” she said, returning the smile. 
“T must have watched too many Popeye cartoons 
when I was little. I’m convinced that eating 
spinach is the only way [ll have enough energy 
to stay awake through my history reading.” 

The woman laughed. “Strong to the finish, 
right? Well, good luck. But you’d better have 
something a little more filling with it, or you'll 
be too hungry to concentrate.” 

“You’re absolutely right,” Elizabeth agreed, 
putting a bagel and a small plastic cup of cream 
cheese on her tray next to the spinach salad. 
“Well, ’m going to get this to go and eat in my 
room. I hope you have a nice night.” 

“You too, dear. Bye now,” the woman said 
with a little wave. Elizabeth turned and headed 
toward the cash register, a faint smile still on her 
lips. It sounds corny, but it does brighten your day 
to have those little friendly exchanges with people, 
she reflected as the attendant rang up her food. A 
few minutes ago she’d been tense and stressed 
out after a marathon editing session at the WSVU 
station. On her way to the snack bar she’d ob- 
sessed about all the work she had ahead of her, 
deciding that after a quick dinner in her room 
she’d head straight to the hibrary, Elizabeth still 
wasn’t looking forward to the evening, but her 
spirits were slightly lifted by the sight of a friendly 
and familiar face. Even if it was somebody who 
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i knew her only as the girl who always got salads. 
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Elizabeth held out her hand as the cashier 
counted out her change. Then she waited as he 
put her food into a paper bag. The cashier was 
just reaching over the counter to hand Elizabeth 
her dinner, and she was opening her mouth to 
wish him a nice evening . . . when from the 
other end of the room there was a shrill, blood- 
curdling scream. 

Elizabeth and the cashier both whirled around, 
and Elizabeth heard her bag of food fall to the 
floor. Across the room the plump face of the 
friendly snack bar woman was pale with terror. A 
gaunt young man with a dark, stringy ponytail had 
one arm around her neck and—Elizabeth realized 
with horror—was holding a knife to her throat. A 
ripple of noise and movement went through the 
crowd of students in the snack bar. The middle- 
aged woman who just moments ago had been 
smiling and joking with Elizabeth began to sob 
with fear. 

“Shut up! Just shut up, all of you!” the young 
man shouted in a quivering voice. He cocked his 
head to one side, darting his eyes around the 
room. Elizabeth saw his hollow eyes widen as he 
surveyed the crowd staring at him—as if he were 
even more afraid than his hostage. “Nobody 
move! Nobody come near me, or I'll kill her!” 

A girl somewhere behind Elizabeth screamed. 
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The cashier clutched the counter, looking as if he 
might faint. Elizabeth stood rooted where she 
was, unable to breathe. All she could think was, I 
can’t believe this 1s happening. The guy looked as 
if he could have been an SVU student, with his 
long hair and goatee—he almost seemed eerily 
familiar, like someone Elizabeth had seen around 
campus. But his eyes were wild, haunted, hike a 
deranged person’s. She would have remembered 
someone like that. 

“Everyone freeze—I said freeze!” the long- 
haired guy shricked, brandishing his knife while 
holding the petrified woman headlocked in the 
crook of his other arm. “You’re not going to get 
me—I want you all down on the ground!” 

With fumbling slowness the students in the 
snack bar began lowering themselves onto the 
floor. Elizabeth lay on her stomach, acutely aware 
of the hammering of her heart against the tile. She 
prayed that nobody would panic and do anything 
that ended up getting that poor woman killed. 

How could this be happening? Elizabeth won- 
dered again. Could this guy be on drugs? If so, the 
problem on campus must be much worse than 
she had ever dreamed. 

“You'd like that, wouldn’t you?” the long- 
haired man went on, his voice high with hysteria. It 
was hard for Elizabeth to tell who he was talking 
to—the sobbing woman, the students cowenng on 
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the ground, or some imaginary audience of ene- 
mies. “You'd like to see me out of the way. Bur I 
won’t let you get me! You won’t get me!” 

Elizabeth lifted her head in what she hoped 
was an imperceptibly small movement so she 
could get a good look at what was going on. To 
her horror, the guy was now grasping the worker 
by her uniform collar; the older woman’s head 
was yanked back, her throat exposed. In his other 
hand he held the knife—a large butcher’s knife, 
Elizabeth saw, that he must have snatched from 
behind the counter—over his head, poised as if 
to strike. The knife blade, reflecting the harsh 
neon lights of the cafeteria, glittered in the in- 
sane man’s trembling hand. 

His eyes flitted nervously across the room, as 
if he were looking for any sign of danger. As he 
glanced in Elizabeth’s direction she quickly 
ducked her head down toward the floor... a 
split second too late. For a second she thought 
his glazed eyes were staring past her, out into 
space. But then they locked on hers. 

“Keep your head down!” he raged as 
Elizabeth, terrified, pressed her cheek to the cool 
floor. “I’m not kidding around here. Don’t make 
me shed any blood!” 

Elizabeth’s whole body was trembling even as 
she willed herself to lie as still as possible. What 
have I done? she berated herself. Now I could be 
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his next target! She wished desperately that she 
hadn’t called attention to herself. 

“Do I have to shed blood? Do I?” the young 
man cried. Elizabeth could feel his eyes on her, 
but she didn’t dare look up. “Because I will!” 

He’s really going to kill ber, Elizabeth realized, 
stricken, And tf I make a wrong move, he might 
kill me. Silent tears of anger, fear, and helpless- 
ness began to spill from her eyes as suddenly and 
violently as the scene before her had unrolled. I 
don’t want to die like this. It’s so unfair! How 
could someone snap like that here at SVU? 
Elizabeth had no idea what kind of recreational 
drug made a person so inhumanly . . . what? 
Cruel? Paranoid? Delusional? 

Just inbuman, Elizabeth decided, biting her 
lip to keep from sobbing aloud. If she made any 
noise, he’d kill her for sure. 

“Please, mister,” the woman whispered, her 
pitiful voice filling the room like a siren. 

“Freeze! We’ve got you covered!” an unfamil- 
iar male voice barked suddenly. 

Startled, Elizabeth dared to lift her head and 
saw a blue blur of movement behind the crazed 
young man. Of course! The security cameras! she 
thought with relief as campus security guards sur- 
rounded the guy. She sent out a silent prayer that 
they would be able to restrain him without get- 
ting his hostage killed in the process. 
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In a flash the whole room was in motion. As 
the guards closed in on the wild-eyed man— 
who began screeching steadily as soon as he saw 
them—students started getting to their feet, 
running for the nearest exits. Several were 
screaming or, like Elizabeth, had tears streaming 
down their faces. 

Elizabeth had to scramble to her feet to avoid 
being trampled by the rush of panicked people. 
But she couldn’t bring herself to leave until she 
saw that the woman was safe. She flattened her- 
self against the counter and craned her head to 
see over the crowd. To her immense relief, she 
saw that the middle-aged woman was safely in 
the arms of a security guard. 

But the long-haired guy was still struggling 
with four or five guards, two of whom were en- 
gaged in trying to pry the knife from his hands. 
Elizabeth caught her breath as the knife veered 
dangerously close to one guard’s face. “You'll 
never get me! You'll never take me alive!” the 
deranged man still grunted as he fought for con- 
trol of the weapon. 

Finally the security guards, along with a few 
policemen who had arrived amid the commotion, 
overwhelmed the young man and managed to 
handcuff his hands behind his back. Elizabeth 
felt weak in her knees with relief. Everything is 
going to be all right, she told herself. 
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As the police led the guy through the thin- 
ning crowd he continued to rant—as if he had no 
idea where he was, no idea that a moment ago 
he’d been in control and now was in captivity. 
“You can’t get me... I won’t let you... .” 

Even though the attacker was safely in police 
custody, Elizabeth felt a cold shiver of fear run 
down her spine. Now that the ordeal was over, 
her mind had made a troubling connection. The 
way that guy had been ranting . . . it reminded 
Elizabeth of the druggie she’d seen the other 
~ day. Not that she thought they were the same 
person—the first guy had had short hair and 
been clean shaven. But there was something sim- 
ilar about their ravings. 

As if they were on the same drug or had the 
same . . . whatever the problem is, Elizabeth 
thought. Somehow drugs didn’t seem like an ad- 
equate explanation, but Elizabeth couldn’t come 
up with a better one. 

People don’t just all of a sudden go crazy, 
Elizabeth argued to herself as she headed out of the 
snack bar, her appetite totally forgotten. And defi- 
nitely not at the same time, like it was catching. It 
didn’t add up. As difficult as it was to believe, maybe 
the coinciding events were just that—a coincidence. 


Nina jumped when the phone on her desk 
rang. She waited another ring so the pounding of 
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er heart could slow before picking up the re- 
ceiver. “Hello?” 

“Hi, Nina, it’s me.” Elizabeth’s voice sounded 
somehow meceker than usual. “Are you—do you 
have a minute?” 

“Sure, Liz, what’s up? Are you OK?” Nina 
got up, taking the phone with her, and sat 
down at the foot of her bed. Elizabeth’s omi- 
nous tone was doing nothing to quench the 
acid adrenaline rush Nina had gotten when she 
was startled by the phone. 

“Well,” Elizabeth said shakily, “I am now, but 
this really insane thing happened to me. Well, 
not exactly to me, but. . .” Nina heard Elizabeth 
inhale deeply. “I was in the snack bar when this 
guy totally freaked out. I mean really snapped.” 

Nina had a terrible sinking feeling. 
“Snapped?” she echoed hoarsely. 

“Uh-huh. He pulled a knife on this poor 
woman and made everybody get down on the 
floor.” Elizabeth paused to take another deep 
breath. “Security got everything under control 
after a few minutes, but it was just so weird, Nina. I 
mean, the guy looked like a student. Doesn’t it 
seem crazy that an SVU student would do some- 
thing like that?” 

Nina gripped the phone tightly and closed her 
eyes. “What did he look like?” 

“Um .. . he had long brown hair in a ponytail, 
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And a goatee. I think he had a leather jacket on. 
Why?” 

Nina was silent. The guy with the ponytail and 
goatee had a leather jacket on today, she recalled, 
thinking back to the experiment session. 

“Nina?” 

Nina shook herself back to the present. 
“Sorry, Liz. I was just . . . like you said, it’s pretty 
heavy that that happened here on campus. I was 
just kind of digesting it.” 

Nina hesitated. It was tempting to share her 
suspicions with Elizabeth—at the start of the 
year they'd built their friendship on confiding in 
each other when neither of them felt she had 
anyone else to turn to, Usually Nina wouldn’t 
have thought twice about whether Elizabeth 
would think less of her if Nina shared a secret. 
But this isn’t like guy trouble or being stressed 
about tests. This is... I don’t even know what this 
is, Nina realized grimly. For all I know, it’s my 
imagination. If I tell Elizabeth I think this crazi- 
ness goes back to the experiment, shell think Pm 
the one who's lost my mind. And I’m not sure I 
could argue with her there. 

“Listen,” Nina went on. “That’s a pretty scary 
thing to have happen to you. If you want, Pll 
come over later and we can just hang out or study. 
I'm sure you don’t feel like being alone.” If J 
can’t tell Liz my secret, I can at least offer ber some 
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support, Nina thought with a fresh twinge of guilt. 

“That would be great, Nina.” Elizabeth 
sounded relieved. “But I actually feel like I need 
to lie down for a while and chill out. Maybe take 
a nap. Do you think you could stop by in a cou- 
ple of hours and bang on my door? If ’'m not up 
by then, I’ll definitely wake up when you knock.” 

“This dorm doesn’t exactly have the thickest 
walls in the world,” Nina agreed. “These doors 
are what, plywood?” 

“T think they expect students to lock them- 
selves out of their rooms and have to break down 
the doors all the time,” Elizabeth speculated, 
sounding closer to her normal cheerful self. 
“That must be why they don’t think it’s worth 
investing in sturdy building materials. I mean, it 
couldn’t be that the SVU housing department 
doesn’t care about us.” 

Nina laughed. Elizabeth was definitely recov- 
ering. “Of course not. OK, Liz, sweet dreams. 
Pll see you in a couple of hours.” 
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Chapter 
SEVEH 


Pm glad I managed to cheer Liz up, Nina re- 
flected as she hung up the phone, but it was only 
because I didn’t tell ber my secret. She closed her 
eyes and dropped her face into her hands. 
Elizabeth always reminds me I can tell her any- 
thing, Nina thought guiltily. J feel horrible not 
being totally honest with her. 

But what would I have said to her? Nina argued 
with herself. She had no idea what was going on, 
except that the experiment seemed somehow to 
be changing people. Almost . . . driving them 
crazy. And the worst part of it was that her whole 
theory was so far-fetched, she kept wondering if 
she was the one going crazy. She couldn’t help 
worrying that if she shared her bizarre-sounding 
suspicions with Elizabeth, Elizabeth would be- 
lieve . . . that she needed professional help. 
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Nina groaned. It was like a paradox: If the ex- 
periment made people go insane, it seemed impos- 
sible that she would remain unaffected to realize 
it. But if she was just being paranoid and imagin- 
ing strange occurrences where there were none, 
that seemed to prove her theory that the experi- 
ment was causing people to become delusional. 

But how? And why? Is it happening for a rea- 
son, or is it just some weird side effect? Nina’s head 
swam with questions that she barely even under- 
stood how to pose, fet alone answer. 

Who would want to do this to students? She 
thought back to the cold, standoffish Dr. Akre. 
Could be possibly intend for all these terrible things 
to happen? The guy was weird, but that didn’t 
mean he was evil. 

Nina groaned aloud and jerked her head up- 
right. Nothing makes sense, she thought miser- 
ably. She just kept turning confused thoughts 
over and over in her mind while around her peo- 
ple were changing, losing touch with reality. 

Like Bryan. Nina bit her lip. The fact that our 
relationship ts completely nonexistent is bad enough. 
But if Bryan were to do something as awful as the 
things she and Elizabeth had seen . . . if he actually 
attacked someone . . . The idea was more than 
Nina could bear. 

. Nina still hoped against hope that things 
_ would work out between her and Bryan—maybe 
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when and if she figured out what was going on 
with the experiment——but she wasn’t a glutton for 
punishment. A human being could only be shot 
down by the person they loved so many times be- 
fore it became too painful to try anymore. 

But now I know something definite, Nina real- 
ized with a sinking feeling in the pit of her stom- 
ach. Well, not definite exactly, but I know that the 
experiment is not what it seems te be. And now 
that she knew that, she owed it to Bryan to try 
one more time to get through to him. J owe it to 
both of us. To our relationship. 

Nina’s sinking feeling had grown so strong 
that she felt as if the pit of her stomach were bot- 
tomless. But she had to make sure that Bryan 
didn’t end up like those others. That he didn’t 
try to hurt anybody. 

She tried to convince herself that persuading 
Bryan to see reason would be no big deal. Maybe 
it'll be like one of those revelations people bave at 
the end of TV shows. Where somebody tells them how 
badly they've been treating other people, and they 
apologize and never do it again. 

But even the thought of TV made Nina think of 
being strapped into that chair, watching those ads. 
And remembering what that felt like, there was no 
way Nina could pretend this was going to be easy. 

Exhaling deeply, Nina picked up the phone on 
her desk and cocked her head to hold it in place. 
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As she dialed Bryan’s number Nina scratched the 
back of her neck with her free hand. Just thinking 
about the experiment makes me uncomfortable and 
itchy, she realized as she listened to the phone 
ring on the other end of the linc. 

After four or five more rings, just as Nina was 
getting ready to hang up, an unfamiliar, flat voice 
answered the phone. “Hello.” 

“Hello . . . could I speak to Bryan, please?” 
Nina responded. Did I dial a wrong number? she 
wondered, puzzled. 

There was a pause on the other end of the 
line. Then the voice, clipped and defensive, said, 
“This 7s Bryan. Who is this?” Nina gulped. It was 
unthinkable that Bryan could have changed so 
much that she couldn’t even recognize his 
voice—the voice that had whispered “T love you” 
a thousand times, that had comforted and en- 
couraged her when she was down. 

But obviously the unthinkable had happened. 
Nina would never have recognized that cold, 
dead voice as Bryan’s. 

“This is Nina,” she managed finally. “Bryan, I 
need to talk to you. Please don’t hang up—just 
listen for a minute.” 

Another pause. “I’m listening,” the frozen 
voice said. 

“Well,” Nina plunged ahead bravely, “it’s 
about the experiment.” 
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“The experiment,” Bryan echoed hollowly. } 
Nina wasn’t sure if there really was a mocking 
note in his voice or if she’d imagined it. 

“Yeah, the experiment. Listen, Bryan. Some 
of the people who are in the experiment with 
us—a fot of them, actually—are acting really 
weird. I think there’s something going on. 
Something we’re not being told.” 

Silence. 

Nina swallowed hard. She had to get it all 
out. “Bryan, I think that all the problems we’ve 
had... all your anger at me . . . I don’t think it’s 
about me, Bryan. I think it’s somehow related to 
the experiment. I don’t know why yet, but the 
experiment is making people react really violently 
to completely normal things. I think if you 
would just give me a chance, we could figure out 
what’s going on, What it is they’re not telling us, 
Dr. Akre or—whatever that company is that he’s 
working for. And we could save our relationship. 
Please, Bryan, I don’t want to give up on you. I 
love you more than anything.” 

Nina held her breath. There was a long, 
charged silence on the other end of the line. Once 
Nina thought she heard a sharp intake of breath, 
as if Bryan had been about to say something but 
then bitten it back. Is be wrestling with himself? 
Nina wondered. For an instant she dared to hope 
that Bryan might be coming around. Was it 
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possible her words had gotten through to him? 

Then, after a minute that seemed to Nina like 
an eternity, Bryan spoke again. 

“What they’re not telling us, huh,” Bryan said 
coldly. His rich, deep voice—which had given so 
many thundering speeches at BSU conventions, 
which had whispered countless sweet nothings 
that sent shivers through Nina’s whole body— 
was flattened out into an even, uninflected line. 
“How about what you're not telling me? Come 
on, Nina, did you really expect me to believe all 
those lies? How stupid do you think I am?” 
Bryan spat out the word stupid as if throwing it 
back in Nina’s face. 

He paused for breath, and when he continued, 
his voice trembled with suppressed rage. “I can’t 
believe you would make up a pack of lies like that 
just to try to deflect the blame from yourself.” 

“Bryan, please, I know it sounds crazy, but . . .” 
Nina cried out in spite of herself. It was obvious 
that anything she said would just infuriate Bryan 
more, but it was too painful to hear him talk like 
that. Hot tears sprang to Nina’s eyes. 

“Save your breath. I see what you’re doing, 
Nina,” Bryan charged, the fury in his voice 
mounting. “Oh, so [I’m not really angry at you, 


_ am IP? So it’s not about you? Well, I hate to burst 


your bubble, but I’m not the gullible guy I once 
was. This zs about you—you trying to manipulate 


123 


me. I’m not just going to come crawling back to 
you because you tell me I can trust you. I know 
you’re just making up ail these stories about the 
experiment to make me think I can trust you. So 
you'll have me under your thumb again like you 
used to.” 

“Bryan, no... ,” Nina whispered through 
her tears. But she was too overcome to continue. 
She broke down and wept into the mouthpiece 
of the phone, clutching the receiver like it was 
the last thread that connected her to Bryan—to 
the way her life used to be. 

“Spare me the waterworks.” Bryan’s icy voice 
cut through Nina like a knife. “I’m over it. I’m 
over you trying to manipulate me, to use me for 
whatever you want. I know the only reason you’re 
pretending to care about me is so you can control 
me. Destroy me. And I’m not going to let you.” 

“Destroy? What—” Nina choked helplessly 
through her sobs. “Bryan, listen to what 
you’re saying. ...” 

“T won’t let you,” Bryan repeated, his voice 
cracking slightly. “You’re not going to get to me. 
Good-bye, Nina. It was fun while I was deluded. 
But now it’s over. I’m cutting you out of my life.” 

There was a forceful clattering noise on the 
other end of the line, as if Bryan had slammed 
down the receiver so hard that it bounced off its 
cradle. Then the line went dead. For a moment 
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| there was silence; then a recorded voice came on. 
“There appears to be a receiver off the book. Please 
hang up and try your call again.” 

Nina just sat frozen where she was, still grip- 
ping the phone, almost as if she thought Bryan 
would come back on the line and take back every- 
thing he had just said. She was too stunned to 
move. She couldn’t breathe for the ache in her 
chest. Never in a million years would she have ex- 
pected her relationship with Bryan to end like 
this. The Bryan she’d known and loved just a 
matter. of days ago had never been so harsh, so 
brutally hurtful. He’d never shut her out like that. 

Nina slowly lowered the receiver onto its cra- 
dle. The person I just talked to wasn’t Bryan, she 
realized. The experiment had changed him some- 
how, changed him beyond recognition. The 
question was, would she ever sce the real Bryan 
again? Or had she tried too late to reach him? 

Nina wasn’t sure. In fact, she’d never felt so 
unsure of anything in her whole life. 


Nina put down her pen and reached for the 
roll of toilet paper on her desk. She’d snagged it 

from the bathroom down the hall about an hour 
; ago, when she’d run out of Kleenex, and since 
then she’d managed to go through about half 
the roll. Nina unrolled several squares and tore 
them off. She dabbed at her blotchy, swollen 
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cheekbones, wiping away the latest round of tears. 

It had been over two hours since she’d talked 
to Bryan, and she still hadn’t stopped crying. 
Nina hadn’t cried this much since her grand- 
mother died four years ago. She didn’t think she 
had ever felt so confused and alone. 

She blew her nose into the toilet paper, then 
wadded it up and tossed it into her already over- 
flowing wastebasket. Then, turning her attention 
back to the open journal before her on the desk, 
Nina picked up her pen again. It’s just so hard to 
sort ont all my feelings, she wrote. I know that 
whatever is wrong with Bryan has to do with the 
experiment. It’s not about me. But it still hurts so 
much. A fresh round of tears sprang to Nina’s 
eyes. One dropped onto the journal, blurring a 
little cloud of words. And I don’t know if I’m 
strong enough to go after the truth about the exper- 
iment with Bryan not on my side. More than not 
on my stide—actively against me. Nina underlined 
the word against heavily. As the page swam be- 
fore her eyes she put down her pen and reached 
for the roll of toilet paper again. 

When she’d wiped the tears away and blown 
her stuffed-up nose, Nina suddenly smelled 
something in the air. That girl down the hall must 
be smoking in her room again, she thought with 


annoyance. She’s lucky I don’t call the RA and get — 


her busted. Nina hated smoking, but she wasn’t a 
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snitch. Besides, she had way too much on her 
mind to get stressed out by petty dorm disputes. 
She picked up her pen again. 

Just then an obnoxious clanging noise filled 
the air. Startled, Nina dropped her pen. 

“The fire alarm!” she exclaimed aloud. 
“Didn’t we just have a drill last week?” 

As the alarm continued to sound insistently, 
drowning out everything else from Nina’s con- 
sciousness, she reluctantly got up and went to 
the door. Great, just what I needed, she thought 
sarcastically. Now everybody in Dickenson Hall can 
see me crying like an tdiot. 

Nina reached out to grasp the doorknob, It 
was warm, and she drew back her hand. Then 
she looked down and saw smoke seeping into the 
room from underneath the door. 

Her heart began to pound. “This isn’t a fire 


- drill,” she muttered. “This is real! The dorm is 


on fire! I—I have to get out of here!” 
Quickly Nina grabbed the tan wool cardigan 


_ that was draped over the back of her desk chair. 
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Using the wadded-up sweater to protect her 
hands from the heat, she turned the doorknob 
and flung open the door. Instantly Nina was sur- 
rounded by smoke. Coughing violently, she 


waved her arms in front of her face in a vain at- 


tempt to clear the air. 
A couple of students appeared briefly from 
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deep within the wall of smoke and ran screaming 
past Nina, headed toward the fire exit. They 
hadn’t gone more than a few feet past her before 
they disappeared again into the smoke. Nina 
stumbled forward, still coughing, following in 
the direction they’d gone. Her eyes, already sore 
from crying, stung in the thick smoke. Her chest 
was still racked with sobs, now more from panic 
than gricf, and it was almost impossible to 
breathe, If I can just make it to fresh air, Pil be 
fine, Nina told herself. 

She felt her way along the wall toward the fire 
exit. More students ran past her, almost knocking 
her to the side. Nina could hear screams and 
voices calling out to one another, though she 
couldn’t see anyone. In the distance behind her, 
over the incessant shrill of the fire alarm, she 
heard someone pounding on doors and a deep 
male voice shouting for everyone to come out, 

Elizabeth! Nina suddenly realized. She'd said 
she was going to take a nap. What if she doesn’t 
hear them knocking on ber door? Nina’s heart 
thudded violently against her rib cage. I couldn’t 
live with myself if anything happened to Liz. I have 
to go make sure she’s OK. 

Nina turned around, about to head down the 
hall the way she’d come, but almost collided with 
a tall, broad-chested firefighter. Nina looked up 
at his soot-smeared face in surprise. 
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“Miss, I’m afraid I can’t let you go back there. 
Just keep moving toward the exit,” the firefighter 
boomed over the wailing of the alarm, putting a 
hand on Nina’s shoulder to steer her back around. 

“But my friend,” Nina protested hysterically, 
trying to shrug herself out of his grip. “She’s 
asleep in her room. I have to make sure she’s safe!” 

The firefighter grasped Nina’s arm firmly and 
pushed her toward the exit. “We have everything 
under control, miss. Firefighters are on the job. 
We can’t have people running all over the build- 
ing. You must evacuate. Your friend will be fine.” 

Her heart sinking, Nina was pushed down the 
hall in another tide of shrieking dormmates. I 
hope he’s right, she thought fearfully as she hur- 
ried toward the fire exit. For Elizabeth’s sake. 


So hot in bere, Elizabeth thought. Why is it so 
hot? She was back in the snack bar, flattened 
against the floor while the deranged young man 
with the ponytail ranted and threatened his 
hostage. But when she pressed her cheek to the 
tile floor, it felt hot, not cool, to her touch. 

And all the students were screaming. Why are 
they screaming so loudly? Elizabeth thought, panic 
nsing in her throat. They’re going to get us all 


killed. She glanced around at the students 
writhing uncontrollably on the floor, howling. 


Why won’t they stay still? Were all going to die! 
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“Keep quiet!” Elizabeth yelled aloud. 

But the noise in the room just got louder as 
one shrill, insistent note rose over all the screams, 
filling the room. “Quiet!” Elizabeth moaned, 
thrashing on the floor. The room began to fill 
with smoke. She couldn’t breathe. She looked 
down at the floor beneath her face and saw that 
it was covered with blood. . . . 

Elizabeth woke up with a start to find that 
she really was surrounded by smoke. The fire 
alarm was blaring, and she could hear screams 
from the hallway. 

“Jess?” Elizabeth called out blurrily, disori- 
ented from her nap and from the smoke. Then 
she shook herself to consciousness and remem- 
bered Jessica wasn’t there. She was alone in the 
smoke-filled room. 

A split second later the full realization that she 
was trapped in a burning building dawned on 
her. Elizabeth bolted upright from the bed. 
Throwing back the covers, she jumped out of her 
sweat-soaked bedclothes and slipped her feet into 
the black Converse sneakers by her bed. Heading 
for the door, she thanked her lucky stars that 
she’d been too shaken when she got home to 
change out of her T-shirt and jeans before bur- 
rowing under her covers. 

When she touched the door, it felt hot. 
Elizabeth grabbed a towel off the floor of Jessica’s 
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As she opened the door a wave of smoke hit 
her. Coughing, she shielded her face with her 
hand. For a moment the smoke thinned. Down 
the hall, from the student lounge by the stair- 
well, tongues of flame darted out to lick the walls 
of the narrow corridor. As Elizabeth hovered 
fearfully in the doorway of room 28 the flames 
stretched closer toward her. 
“That’s the way to the fire exit!” Elizabeth 


cried. “How am I going to get out?” 


Chapter 
Eight 


“Burn! Burn it clean!” Bryan whispered. He in- 
haled deeply, drinking in the heady scent of the 
smoke. It was such blessed relief, such joy, to see | 
the building smolder. To watch as the soothing 
fingers of flame burned everything clean. In the 
distance the cacophony of sirens and screams was 
like sweet music to his ears, 

“Fire! Fire! Fire!” Bryan chanted softly to 
himself, his fists clenched. “Burn away the filth! 
Burn away the evil!” 

He stepped out from behind the tree so he 
could get a better look at the blaze. Flames leaped 
from one window that glowed red like a knowing 
eye, winking at Bryan. Thick gray smoke poured 
from the other windows on the floor. Although 
he didn’t quite know why, just the sight of the 
burning building made him feel better; the aught 
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knot of rage lodged in his chest had loosened and 
lifted off him as gently as the smoke drifting out 
of the windows and across the sky. 

Bryan smiled blissfully with the knowledge 
that the fire would cleanse the building, stripping 
everybody inside of all the things they didn’t 
need, all the useless trappings that weighed them 
down. Just like he’d purged his own life of his 
belongings, of his so-called friends. Of Nina, 
Bryan thought, wincing at the mental echo of 
her name. It was like a dirty word to him now, 

Bryan forced himself to focus on the rising 
fingers of flame before the thought of Nina made 
the knot in his chest clench up again. The fire 
was beautiful, graceful. So much more beautiful 
than the twisted, flailing bodies of students that 
were swarming out of the smoky entrance like in- 
sects from a hive. 

Suddenly Bryan saw a familiar figure emerge 
from the crowd of students pouring out of the 
building. She was coming -toward him, looking 
right at him. Bryan felt the anger fill his chest, 
choking him. It was as if Nina were some kind of 
demon, and by thinking of her, he had invoked her. 

“Bryan!” Nina called in a desperate voice. As 
she came closer Bryan could see that her face was 
swollen, as if she’d been crying. Fear and confu- 
sion filled her eyes. 

Bryan retreated behind the tree and pressed 
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his forehead against the trunk, trving to clear his 
mind of the wave of red rage that had overcome 
him. He felt as if #e were on fire instead of the 
building. That’s where Nina lives, he realized, 
trembling with an overwhelming mixture of con- 
flicting emotions. 

Bryan knew he was glad to be free of Nina. 
He’d been overcome with joy to watch her home 
burn. But seeing her now, looking so helpless 
and lost . . . tt made his heart ache with some- 
thing other than anger. Something that felt like 
the ghost of a feeling he’d had a long time ago, 
perhaps in a dream. 

“Bryan!” Nina called out again. Soon she 
would be close enough for him to reach out and 
touch her. I have to get out of here, Bryan realized 
in a panic. He wasn’t sure whether being near 
Nina would force him to hurt her or tempt him 
to fall under her evil spell again. And he was ter- 
rified of finding out. 

Bryan spun on his heel and ran as fast as he 
could across the darkened campus. He was dimly 
aware of Nina stil calling his name in the dis- 
tance. But her voice was soon swallowed up by 
the sounds of the commotion around them. 


“Don’t worry, we're going to get you out of 
here.” 


Elizabeth turned, startled, toward the friendly 
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voice she heard at her elbow. A tall firefighter stood 
holding a fire extinguisher. “Just follow me, OK?” 

Elizabeth nodded, smiling gratefully. She was 
still nervous, but she fell into step behind the 
firefighter. As they made their way down the hall 
he let loose a few blasts with the fire extinguisher 
to clear their path. “You all right back there?” he 
asked with a slight turn of his head. 

“Fine,” Elizabeth called out with more confi- 
dence than she felt. “I think.” 

As they approached the student lounge on the 
corner of the hall Elizabeth could see that the 
flames appeared to be coming from the lounge. 
We have to walk by there to get to the stairwell! 
Elizabeth realized with trepidation. Can we really 
get past safely? 

Suddenly there was a loud cracking noise 
from above their heads, and a shower of plaster 
rained down all around them. With frightening 
speed a fiery beam fell from the ceiling and 
landed in front of the firefighter, missing him by 
a fraction of an inch. Elizabeth screamed. 

“It’s OK, miss, you’re going to be all right.” 
The firefighter stopped, turned, and _hefted 
Elizabeth over his shoulder as if she were a sack 
of potatoes. Swiftly he raced past the burning 
beam, angling his body so that Elizabeth was 
shielded from the flames. 

As they passed the student lounge Elizabeth 
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peered through the shattered glass windows that 
Itned the room. It was hard to see clearly 
through the smoke, but she could make out two 
figures struggling in the flames. Over the wail of 
the fire alarm Elizabeth heard a shrill, high- 
pitched voice cry, “Burn, fire! Let it burn! Burn 
away the evil! Burn it all clean!” 

As the smoke shifted, Elizabeth could see that 
one of the figures wore a firefighter’s helmet and 
appeared to be grappling with a smaller person— 
a young woman she didn’t recognize—who was 
flailing and kicking wildly. 

“Let me stay!” the girl shricked between 
hacking, smoke-filled coughs as the firefighter 
fought to pull her toward the hallway. “I have 
to stay and watch it burn. . . . I have to see the 
evil burn away!” 

Despite the sweltering heat of the fiery hall, 
Elizabeth felt a chill run up her spine. She sounds 
so crazed, gust like that guy in the snack bar. . 
and the druggie by the math building, she real- 
ized. I can’t believe she’s strong enough to resist 
that firefighter! 

“Burn it away—don’t let it touch me! Burn 
the evil clean, burn it clean!” the voice shrilled. 
Elizabeth caught one last glimpse of pale arms 
writhing in smoky air before the dark billows of 
smoke swallowed up the figures. 

She’d been so focused on escaping the burning 
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building that she hadn’t given any thought to how 
the fire had started. But now Elizabeth realized 
with horror that it was that girl who must have 
started it... on purpose. If you can call pyroma- 
nia a purpose, Elizabeth thought. 

They had reached the stairwell, and the fire- 
fighter was setting her on her feet. “You think 
you'll be OK to head out by yourself? I'm going 
to go back and see if that other firefighter needs 
some help getting that young lady to safety.” 

Elizabeth nodded. “I’m fine. Good luck—and 
thanks for saving my life.” 

The firefighter grinned. “All in a day’s work,” 
he said lightly. But as he turned away and headed 
back out into the hall, Elizabeth thought she saw 
his shoulders slump. No wonder he’s worried, she 
thought. If that girl doesn°t want to be rescued, be 
and that other firefighter could get trapped in that 
lounge with her. 

The idea was too hornble to think about. 
Elizabeth wound her way down the stairwell, 
breathing the clearer air in deeply. She still couldn’t 
really believe all this was happening—maybe she 
hadn’t really woken up from her nightmare. 

All these strange things happening at once, 
Elizabeth mused as she caught up with several 
other students who were filing down the stairs. 
SVU was a large university, but several students 
having mental breakdowns in the space of a few 
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days was statistically about as likely as an alien 
spacecraft landing on campus. All Elizabeth’s in- 
stincts told her that something terrifyingly wrong 
was happening at SVU. But she couldn’t for the 
life of her imagine what. 

There’s something Nina’s not telling me—some- 
thing that’s really putting ber on edge, Elizabeth 
reflected as she reached the bottom of the stairs. 
So what is she hiding? Does it have anything to do 
with these insane incidents? 


Nina hadn’t thought she had any tears left, 
but when she saw Elizabeth stumble out of the 
building looking, as if she’d just rolled out of bed, 
Nina’s eyes immediately grew moist with relief. 
She’d never been so happy to see her friend. 
“Elizabeth! You’re safe!” Her arms outstretched, | 
she ran toward her friend. 

Elizabeth returned Nina’s embrace warmly. 
“Yeah, I’m OK, Nina. How about you?” | 

“ve been better,” Nina admitted as they 
pulled apart, their arms stil! around each other’s 
shoulders. “But at least 1 wasn’t hurt in the fire, I 
was mostly worried about you.” 

“Pm fine. A firefighter helped me get out of my 
room,” Elizabeth stared up at the burning dormitory. 
“T just hope our stuff isn’t totally destroyed. 1 don’t 
know what Jessica would do if she came home to find 
that all her clothes had been burned to a crisp.” 
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“TI don’t know what I’m going to do if all my 
stuff’s gone either,” Nina said with a sigh. “I’m 
not earning that much at the experiment.” She 
followed Elizabeth’s gaze up to Dickenson. 
Firefighters were busy with hoses, trying to con- 
tain the blaze. It seemed to have died down 
somewhat, but smail flames still leaped from one 
window. “How could this have happened anyway? 
Did someone drop a cigarette or something?” 

Elizabeth seemed to hesitate for a moment. “I 
don’t think it was an accident,” she said finally. 

Nina felt her blood run cold. She slipped her 
arm off Elizabeth’s shoulders. “What do you 
mean?” she asked, trying to keep the feeling of 
dread out of her voice. 

“The fire looked like it was coming from the 
second-floor lounge,” Elizabeth began slowly. 
“When the firefighter carried me past, there was 
someone in there. She looked kind of like this 
girl who lives down the hall from me. But she 
was saying all this weird stuff, ranting like... 
like the guy in the snack bar today.” 

Like Bryan, Nina thought. And Kerri too. 

“It was like she was happy about the fire,” 
Elizabeth went on. “I’m pretty sure that she set 
it and that it wasn’t an accident . . . at least not as 
far as she was concerned.” 

“She set the fire... .” Nina stared off into the 
distance. The smoke rising from Dickenson Hall 
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clouded the dark, clear night, but behind the 
haze she could see the full moon glowing in a 
perfect circle. 

Nina was tempted to ask Elizabeth for a descrip- 
tion, but she knew she didn’t need one. At this 
point she could no longer hide behind the possibil- 
ity of coincidence. It had just been burned away. 


“What is it, Nina?” Elizabeth furrowed her 
brow with concern and a touch of impatience. 

After a moment Nina seemed to register that 
Elizabeth had asked her a question. She shook her 
head. “Nothing, Liz. I just can’t believe someone 
would set fire to our dorm on purpose.” 

Elizabeth looked down at her shoes to hide 
her frustration, She had been through a lot today, 
and the last thing she needed was for her best 
friend to be keeping secrets from her. Nina obvi- 
ously knew something, and Elizabcth was starting 
to worry about what exactly she knew . . . and 
how. What if Nina’s involved somehow? Elizabeth 
thought for a panicked moment. 

But that was impossible. Nina was her best friend, 
no matter how strangely she’d been acting lately. 

This is crazy, Elizabeth decided. I’m starting 
to imagine things. I have to confront her. 

“Nina, please tell me what’s going on. Maybe 
it’s something I can help with.” 

Nina hesitated for a fraction of a second. 
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“Nothing,” she said quickly. “Nothing’s going 
on. I... I don’t know what you mean.” 

“But we both know that some bizarre things 
have been happening lately,” Elizabeth persisted. 
“And the way you’ve been acting—” 

“What do you mean, ‘the way I’ve been act- 
ing?” Nina demanded, cutting Elizabeth off. 
“I’m fine! Are you saying ve been acting weird? 
Don’t, because I’m fine, OK, Liz?” 

“Fine”—that’s what Bryan said too, Elizabeth 
thought exhaustedly. Not acting weird, huh? Well, 
whatever. I don’t have the energy to push Nina 
right now. They were both shaken up, their 
nerves frayed. There was no point in pressing 
Nina further about something she obviously 
didn’t want to discuss—not after what they’d just 
been through anyway. 

When my head 1s clearer, PU figure out a way 
of bringing it up, Elizabeth resolved as she dug 
her hands into her pockets. After all, she was a 
reporter, She was generally very good at getting 
information out of people. But it wasn’t every 
day that her life was in jeopardy more than 
once. One more stressful situation might send 
her over the deep end. 

Elizabeth found what she was looking for in 
her pockets: the quarter she’d carried in case of 
emergencies cver since she was old enough to 
leave the house without her parents’ supervision. 
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“Listen, Pll be right back,” she announced to 
Nina, holding up the quarter. “I’m heading over 
to a pay phone to call Steven. I’m assuming 
Dickenson will be closed at least for tonight, so 
maybe I can crash there. The way I see it, older 
brothers exist to have their privacy invaded, espe- 
cially when they live off campus.” 

Nina, still looking at the ground, didn’t crack 
a smile. “Do you want me to see if it’s cool for 
you to share the fold-out couch with me?” 
Elizabeth added gently. 

“Thanks, Liz,” Nina replied softly, still not 
meeting Elizabeth’s eyes. “That would be great.” 

“Sure,” Elizabeth said. “Don’t go anywhere. 
I'll meet you back here in a minute.” 

She headed toward the student union build- 
ing, suddenly feeling very glad to be calling her 
big brother. Steven and his girlfriend, Billie, were 
always there for her when she was stressed out 
about anything. 

Nina’s usually there for me too, Ehzabeth con- 
ceded as she walked across campus, clutching her 
emergency quarter tightly in the palm of her 
hand. But right now something’s going on in her life 
that’s more than she can handle. I just wish she 
would tell me what it is before anybody else gets burt. 
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Chapter 
Niné 


Where is be? Nina turned and paced the length of 
the tiny cubicle for what felt like the hundredth 
time. It took her three steps before she turned 
again and walked back. When is he going to get here? 
she wondered, sighing with impatience. She felt 
like a caged animal, but she didn’t want to sit in 
that chair and stare at that enormous glowing TV 
screen for one moment longer than she had to. 

Besides, I want to be standing up when I con- 
front Christian, Nina reminded herself. I can’t 
talk to him while he’s hooking me up to all those 
wires like the bride of Frankenstein. 

The night before at Steven’s, while Elizabeth 
slept peacefully beside her on the pullout couch, 
Nina had lain awake and asked herself countless 
questions for which she had no answers. She knew 
she had to do something about the experiment 
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soon, before her fears drove her completely insane. 
But until she had some concrete facts to go on, 
Nina was helpless to take action. Christian seemed 
to be her most likely source of information. 

Nina had no idea if the terrifying effects of 
the experiment were intentional, if they were real 
to begin with, or if Christian himself was aware 
of anything. But she had no doubt that getting 
in Dr. Akre’s face with thinly veiled accusations 
would not be a smart move. I don’t think I’ve 
ever even talked to the guy about the weather, much 
less asked him if he’s purposely driving SVU stu- 
dents insane, Nina thought wryly. Christian 
would definitely be much easier to talk to. 

Nina traversed the room a few more times be- 
fore the door opened and Christian came in. He 
flashed her his friendly grin, exposing, rows of per- 
fect white teeth. He was wearing a light blue T-shirt 
under his lab coat that set off his cappuccino-col- 
ored skin perfectly. He was just as gorgeous as he 
had been the day Nina first saw him. But now his 
attractiveness seemed like something, she had no- 
ticed in another existence, when unimportant 
things mattered to her. Before her life had been 
turned upside down. 

“Hi, Nina. How’s it going today?” Still 
smiling, Christian gestured for her to have a 
seat in the chair. 

Nina made no effort to move from where she 
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stood at the back of the room. She stared across 
the chair at Christian, summoning her courage. 
“Actually I’m not doing so great.” 

Christian looked slightly taken aback. His grin 
faded. “Oh? Why’s that?” 

“Well, let’s see,” Nina began. “In the past 
couple of days my boyfriend broke up with me, 
my best friend was held hostage in the snack bar, 
and someone set my dorm on fire.” She ticked 
the items off on her fingertips as she spoke. 
“Kind of a streak of bad luck, wouldn’t you say?” 

Christian’s expression was guarded. “I’m sorry to 
hear that, Nina. But we should really get started-—” 

“I don’t want to get started. I want some an- 
swers.” Nina put her hands on her hips and took 
a deep breath. “Because Christian, you know 
what’s even weirder?” 

“What?” Christian’s face remained expression- 
less, but his voice broke slightly. 

“Every single student who’s started acting 
strangely—my boyfriend, Bryan; the guy who held 
my friend hostage; the woman who started the 
fire—is one of the subjects of this experiment.” 

Christian folded his arms across his chest. 
“Nina, what are you trying to say?” 

“I’m trying to say that the people involved in 
this experiment are changing.” Nina searched 
Christian’s impassive face intently. “People don’t 
just randomly go insane in the space of a few 
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days. And I want to know why this is happening. 
There’s something we’re not being told.” She 
looked expectantly at Christian. 

To Nina’s surprise, a dark scowl crossed his 
face. “Look, just because you have problems with 
your love life doesn’t mean that everybody around 
you is going crazy,” Chnstian snapped harshly. 
“Maybe you have some issues with projecting and 
displacing guilt. Not to mention paranoia.” 

Nina’s jaw dropped open. “How dare you—” 

“The health services building can refer you to some 
excellent therapists with sliding-scale fees for students,” 
Christian continued, as if he hadn't heard her. “But 
I’m afraid I don’t have time to work out your issues 
here. If you don’t get hooked up, we can’t start the 
session. So if you don’t mind situng down—” 

“{ do mind!” Nina shouted furiously. “You can’t 
talk to me like that! This experiment is out of con- 
trol, and I don’t want to be a part of it anymore. 
I’m out of here.” She stormed toward the door. 

“Nina, this is ridiculous.” Christian hovered 
in the doorway, blocking her exit. “This experi- 
ment is being conducted by Dr. Charles Akre, an 
honored member of the global scientific commu- 
nity. How could there be anything going on that 
wasi’t completely ethical and aboveboard?” 

“That's what I’m going to find out,” Nina re- 
torted. “Now, if you'll excuse me.” 

Christian stood aside to let her pass, and Nina 
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stormed out of the cubicle and down the de- 
serted corridor. I can’t believe Christian put me 
down that harshly, she fumed, tears of rage and 
frustration filling her eyes as she pushed open the 
door to the stairwell. Talk about projecting guilt! 
The way be just freaked out on me only makes me 
more sure that something sinister is going on . . 
and it’s no accident. 

Unless, of course, she really was going crazy, 
just as Christian had said. His words echoed in 
her mind, Displacement... paranoia... 

It’s not like he tried very hard to convince me to 
stay, Nina realized. Maybe he figured the experi- 
ment was better off without a loose cannon like me. 

“Could all this really be my imagination?” 
Nina wiped her tears on her sleeve. “Am I really 
losing my mind?” Bryan and Christian seemed to 
think so. And if Elizabeth hadn’t thought Nina 
was going crazy before last night, Nina’s defensive 
outburst had no doubt confirmed it in her mind. 

The more she thought about it, it seemed far 
less likely that the whole world had turned upside 
down in a matter of days than that Nina herself 
was having some kind of breakdown. True, 
everything she’d experienced lately had seemed 
real , . . but after the past few days Nina didn’t 


- trust her eyes, her ears, or even her gut. She 


didn’t know what reality was anymore. 
* * * 
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“Oh, this isn’t so bad,” Nina said aloud in an 
effort to convince herself. 

She looked around her room again. 
Everything was covered with soot. The walls 
and floorboards by the door were pretty 
charred, and there was a puddle on the floor 
from where the ceiling had dripped water. The 
floor above Nina had been flooded when an 
overheated pipe exploded. 

Tt could have been much worse, she reminded 
herself. The fire had been contained relatively 
quickly, and the damage to most of the rooms 
was minimal. Nina and Elizabeth had been able 
to move back in after just a day; only a few 
Dickenson residents were still stuck in temporary 
housing. A flyer taped to Nina’s door had in- 
formed her that workers would be coming 
around to take care of any remaining damage 
over the next couple of weeks. 

Nina eyed the brown water stain on her ceil- 
ing directly above the puddle. A network of fine 
lines cracked the plaster where the water had 
burst through. It’s a good thing I know bow much 
the housing department cares about us, Nina 
thought wryly, or I might suspect that this room 1s 
still totally unsafe. 

She reflected that at any other time, she 
would have been deeply depressed about the 
state of her room and all her belongings. But 
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right now the possibility that the ceiling might 
cave in on her head was the least of her prob- 
lems. In fact, it might just make all my troubles 
disappear, Nina thought glumly as she closed the 
door behind her and went over to her desk. 

The light on the answering machine was 
blinking. She pushed the button and sat down 
on her bed, kicking off her shoes. It wasn’t 
even nine o’clock, but since she hadn’t gotten 
much sleep at Steven’s, Nina thought she might 
call it a night soon. 

Beep. “Nina, you're right. We need to talk. Meet 
me at midnight tonight at Edie’s Diner. Please.” Click. 

“Was that who | think it was?” Nina bolted 
up from her bed, hit rewind, and listened to the 
message again. Yes, that’s definitely Christian’s 
voice, she realized. So he does know something! 

A second later the full significance of this rev- 
elation dawned on Nina. “I’m not crazy!” she 
exclaimed giddily. Then she laughed aloud. 
“Although I am still talking to myself.” 

She felt elated to learn that she wasn’t para- 
noid. Something was definitely wrong at the ex- 
periment, and knowing about it was better than 
the torture that not knowing had been. Now at 
least she wouldn’t be driven out of her mind by 
wondering if she was going insane. 

But her relief was quickly replaced by appre- 
hension. Now that she was finally going to find 
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out the truth, Nina felt as if she couldn’t breathe. 
What have I gotten myself into? she wondered. 
Am I really prepared to learn the truth? 

She sat back down on her bed, exhaling 
deeply. Edie’s Diner was a greasy spoon just off 
campus that was popular with SVU students for 
no reason other than that it was the only twenty- 
four-hour diner around. Their coffee was terri- 
ble, but Nina had stomached it during finals, and 
she was prepared to do so again. She just had to 
kill three hours until midnight. 

So much for my early night, Nina thought 
wearily. But I can rest after I get to the bottom of 
all this. There was no way she’d be able to sleep 
until she talked to Christian anyway. 


As he made his way across the moonlit cam- 
pus Bryan tried to remember if he had always en- 
joyed the night this much. With the cool breeze 
on his face, with darkness softening the sharp 
edges of the buildings and trees, Bryan’s senses 
were heightened. He felt more alive. 

And yet if he concentrated hard, Bryan vaguely 
recalled a time when the sunlight was part of what 
he liked best about living in southern California. 
He couldn’t remember exactly how long ago that 
had been. Lately he preferred being in his room or 
in his cubicle at the psych lab to being out in the 
sunshine, exposed to its toxic rays. Maybe it was 
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because of watching so much TV, but the harsh 
light of day hurt his eyes. He didn’t like the glare, 
the bright colors . . . Bryan didn’t like what 
showed up in the light. He felt that he was at his 
best under cover of night, unseen. There was 
safety in darkness. Invisibility was invulnerability. 

Especially tonight, it was important that he 
be invisible. Bryan didn’t war.t to think about 
what would happen if he were seen. He shoved 
his hands into the pockets of his long black 
leather coat, wincing slightly at the throb of pain 
in his cut palm. 

Why did I even come here? Bryan wondered as 
Dickenson Hall loomed in his view. But deep 
down he knew why. All night long his sleep had 
been troubled by dreams of Nina calling out to 
him from a sea of flames. Her imploring look had 
continued to haunt him all day. 

The way she looked last night .. . Bryan closed 
his eyes and pictured Nina’s beautiful face against 
the mesmerizing backdrop of the fire. 

He knew in his heart that she was evil. But 
something about her expression, about the way 
she’d called his name ... . it kept replaying in his 
mind, although he couldn’t articulate why. It was 
as if Nina’s look, her actions, hadn’t fit with the 
cold, manipulative witch he knew she was. He’d 
almost convinced himself that the tears in her 
eyes hadn’t been crocodile tears. 
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Bryan leaned against one of the trees that 
bordered the lawn of Dickenson Hall. He needed 
to steel himself. He had to make sure once and 
for all that Nina was actually out to get him, that 
her tearful pleas to him hadn’t been the least bit 
sincere. Then he wouldn’t be tormented by any 
more dreams of her demonically angelic face. 

But I have to be strong. I can’t let her manipu- 
late me. I can’t fall under her spell. Bryan 
slumped against the tree, his head pounding. 
How was he going to judge whether Nina was 
telling the truth? He used to think he could look 
into her eyes and know beyond the shadow of a 
doubt that she was being honest with him. But 
he didn’t dare trust her anymore. 

Suddenly the front door of Dickenson Hall 
opened, and a familiar figure emerged. 

Nina! Again it was as if his thoughts had 
summoned her. She must be an evil presence. 

This is perfect, Bryan thought, following Nina 
with his eyes as she turned and began walking 
away from him. Invistbility—that’s the key. 

When Nina had advanced several yards, Bryan 
began following at a discreet distance, hidden by 
the line of trees that shadowed the campus walk. 
He couldn’t believe what a perfect opportunity 
this was to observe Nina unseen. Bryan had a 
hunch that wherever she was headed this late at 
night would tip him off as to her true intentions. 
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Nina, this is my final test of your loyalty, Bryan 
vowed silently, watching Nina’s back as she 


turned onto a path that led off campus. If you 
fail, you no longer exist to me. 


Christian slid breathlessly into the seat across 
from Nina, a baseball cap pulled low over his 
face. “Did anyone see you?” he whispered 
hoarsely. “Did anyone see you come in?” His 
eyes darted back and forth. 

Nina glanced around the room as well. The 
diner was almost empty except for an elderly cou- 
ple three booths down, a guy reading the paper 
in the booth behind her, and a far corner booth 
full of Sigma brothers loudly discussing the band 
they’d just seen. 

Nina lowered her shoulders so that her face 
was level with Christian’s. “Who would have seen 
me?” she demanded, trying to keep her voice 
quiet in spite of her agitation. She’d been anxious 
half an hour ago when she arrived, and two cups 
of coffee had done nothing to mellow her out. 
“Christian, please, just tell me what’s going on.” 

“OK, OK.” Christian hung his head and ex- 
haled deeply. Then he looked up at Nina. “Listen, 
what I tell you can’t leave this room. You’re in over 
your head here. I’m sorry I was so harsh today, but 
I panicked. There are cameras in those cubicles. If 
Dr. Akre found out I knew anything .. .” He 
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trailed off, swallowing hard, and ran a hand tensely 
through his Jong bangs. 

“Go on,” Nina urged. “I won’t say anything 
to anyone.” She stirred her coffee to have some- 
thing to do with her hands. The suspense was 
putting her on edge, 

Chnstian took another deep breath. “I didn’t 
know any of this was going on until a couple of 
days ago.” His anguished eyes bored into Nina’s. 
“Dr. Akre never really filled me in on the exact 
procedure of the experiment—what kind of infor- 
mation we were receiving from the brain, what 
patterns we were Jooking for in the brain wave 
scan, that kind of thing. I didn’t think it was my 
place to ask a lot of questions—some of these ge- 
nius scientist types can be touchy, you know?” 

“Tell me about it,” Nina agreed, shuddering 
at the memory of Dr. Akre’s bristly manner. 

“But then I noticed what you noticed—that 
the subjects scemed to be acting different. 
Dramatically different. So I started thinking 
about the experiment and wondering whether it 
was possible that the procedure was somehow 
designed not just to moniter people’s brain waves 
but to alter them.” 

“Brainwashing?” Nina breathed. 

Christian nodded grimly. “So I did a little 
snooping, in the lab, and I came across some notes 
confirming what I suspected. This expenment 
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doesn’t just record people’s neurological and physi- 
ological responses to stimuli. It actually stimulates 
and intensifies those responses. Based on what I 
read, it appears that the ad agencies that fund EFC 
are experimenting in stimulating product cravings 
in viewers.” 

“So all this is about advertisers trying to make 
money?” Nina thought back to Kerri gorging 
herself at the cafeteria and the girl at the library 
with her grotesque mask of makeup. They cer- 
tainly had intense cravings, I guess, she thought. 
“But it’s gotten so out of control. People are 
getting hurt. Why would ad agencies want to 
cause violence?” 

“J don’t think that was intentional,” 
Christian speculated, “If my theory is correct 
and Dr. Akre is really stimulating brain activity 
through televised signals, it’s entirely possible 
that the hostility and violent activity are side ef- 
fects of overstimulating the adrenal gland. I 
don’t know for sure yet, though, because I 
haven’t been able to figure out exactly how the 
subjects’ brain waves are being manipulated. And 
I have no idea why you seem to be the only one 
unaffected, Nina.” 

“Are you sure Pm w#ot affected?” Nina asked 
anxiously. “With everything that’s been going 
on, P’ve been worried that I’: the one who’s 
paranoid and delusional.” 
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worry, Nina. I’ve been observing the subjects, 
and you’re not exhibiting any of their behavior 
patterns. You don’t tremble, or rant, or engage in 
obsessive-compulsive behavior. Physically you 
don’t seem to have lost an abnormal amount of 
weight or sleep duc to the experiment. I apolo- 
gizc again for what I said carlier—believe me, 
whatever fears you’ve had lately are completely 
grounded in reality.” 

“But how is it that J could be unaffected?” 
Nina pressed. “Is it possible Dr. Akre is showing 
me different commercials or something?” 

Christian shook his head. “All the TVs in the cu- 
bicles are hooked up to the same tape player. You’re 
seeing the exact same ads everyone else is seeing at 
the exact same moment. In all honesty, I have no 
idea why you’re immune. But I do know one 
thing—you’re a very brave woman, Nina Harper.” 


Chistian gave her an apologetic smile. “Don’t . 
4 


Bryan couldn’t believe his ears. The pressure 
in his chest was so strong, he felt as if he were 
going to explode. It was all he could do not to 
leap over the booth and strangle that rat 
Christian with his bare hands. But invisibility ts 
too important, Bryan reminded himself. He was 
more powerful when he remained unseen, 

He congratulated himself mentally on his excep- 
tional powers of invisibility while following Nina 
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into the diner. When the door closed behind her, 
he’d bought a newspaper from the machine outside 
the diner. Peering through the glass front of the 
diner, it was easy to see when Nina’s attention was 
occupied by the waitress. Then on his way in Bryan 
had smoothly swiped a hat from the coatrack by the 
door, hiding his face and hair. He had to walk the 
long way around the diner to avoid Nina, but she 
seemed too preoccupied to notice him slide into the 
booth behind her. Slouched behind his newspaper, 
with the hat on, he was the very picture of invisibil- 
ity... contradictory as that was. 

Still, if Nina really cared about me, she would 
have known it was me the moment I walked in. She 
would have sensed it, Bryan thought angnily. 

He sank further into his seat, gripping the 
newspaper tightly. He could hear the blood 
pounding in his temples. Nima makes me so 
angry—ZI should have known she was up to no good. 
Bryan could have kicked himself for considering, 
even for a second, the possibility that Nina might 
not be pure evil. He’d come to her dorm hoping 
to give her a second chance, and what did he find 
but Nina heading off to spread more lies about 
Dr. Akre and the experiment. 

: Not to mention that she happens to be meeting 
with her special friend, Christian, Bryan thought 
with revulsion. Who knows how long the two of 
them have been getting together behind my back, 
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plotting against me. Well, they deserve each other! 

He could feel perspiration beading on his 
forehead as his blood began to boil. And to think 
all this time I believed they were just carrying on a 
sleazy little affair. If I'd only known it was some- 
thing much more sickening—something criminal— 
Pd have blown the whistle on them a long time ago. 

Bryan fought down his anger. It was impor- 
tant that he stay focused, in control. Getting 
angry at her meant he was letting her have too 
much power over him. It was for the best that he 
finally knew the truth about Nina once and for 
all. Now he could do something about it—now 
he could get his revenge. 

Not revenge, Bryan corrected himself. Justice. 
What theyre plotting ts horribly wrong. It’s my 
duty to stop them. 

And the sweetest part was that being invisible 
allowed him to listen to Nina and Christian spout 
their twisted lies freely. Nothing would make him 
happier than being armed with all the informa- 
tion he needed to expose their wicked plans. 

Just stt tight, Bryan told himself. Soon the right 
path will be clear. 


“This is insane. I can’t believe what [’m hear- 
ing,” Nina said, holding up her hands. “Does 
Dr. Akre know about these violent side effects? 
Does he even care?” 
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“IT don’t know,” Christian said in a small voice. 
He was staring down at the Formica tabletop. 

“How did you get involved in all this any- 
way?” Nina demanded. “Couldn’t you tell there 
was something fishy going on from the begin- 
ning? That Dr. Akre is a real jerk, if you ask me.” 

For a moment Christian looked as if he were 
about to cry. “It seemed like such a great oppor- 
tunity,” he said in a choked whisper. “I kept 
telling myself it was my imagination.” 

That’s exactly what I went through, Nina real- 
ized, instantly feeling guilty for berating 
Christian. “Hey, I’m sorry,” she said in a softer 
tone. “I’m just taking my frustration out on you. 
I know it’s not your fault.” 

“Thanks, Nina.” Christian met her gaze and 
managed a feeble smile. “You’re sweet for saying, 
that. But I know I have to take responsibility for 
my actions. I did notice that Dr. Akre was acting 
a little shifty, but I ignored it because I was so 
awestruck by him. I guess I felt like a big man, 
working with the famous Dr. Charles Akre.” 

Seemingly regaining his composure, Christian 
gave a little chuckle. “See, it sounds silly, but I al- 
ways wanted to be a scientist,” he explained. 
“Other kids worshiped athletes, but I always had 
posters of Einstein on my wall. I know, I’m the 
biggest dweeb you’ve ever met, right?” 

“Well, to coin a phrase,” Nina began, “people in 
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dweeby houses shouldn’t throw stones. I’m a physics 
major, so I’ve learned to embrace the geek within.” 

Chnistian laughed. “Like I said, Nina, you’re a 
very courageous woman. I admire that in you. 
Sometime you'll have to give me some lessons in 
embracing my inner geek—I only wish you’d 
been around in junior high.” 

“No problem,” Nina returned, grinning. 
“We'll start a support group.” For a second she 
forgot all about the horrifying circumstances 
that had brought her and Chnistian to the diner 
and took in his handsome, chiseled face. She 
looked deep into his clear green eyes, as thrown 
by his good looks as she had been the first time 
she had seen him. 

Now is not the time for flirting, she told her- 
self, blinking and shaking herself back to the 
matter at hand. “So tell me, Christian,” she 
began in a brisk, businesslike voice, “how did 
you get involved with Dr. Akre anyway?” 

Christan exhaled heavily. “Well, my undergrad- 
uate thesis at SVU was about the psychological ef- 
fects of the media on the individual and on mass 
consciousness. I analyzed several well-known cases 
of mass paranoia that were at least partially caused 
by the media and argued that psychologists need to 
pay more attention to the media’s influence on the 
average individual’s mental health and well-being.” 

“That sounds like a really interesting topic,” Nina 
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remarked. “So Dr. Akre heard about your paper?” 

Christian shook his head. “No. I heard 
through the psychology department that he was 
looking for a research assistant for this experi- 
ment, so I sent him a copy of my paper. I figured 
it was a long shot; every grad student in the de- 
partment had probably applied. But then he 
called me back. I had to pinch myself to make 
sure I wasn’t dreaming.” Christian sighed. “If 
only I’d known what I was getting into. Nina, | 
honestly think Dr. Akre is insane. Some of the 
things he says . . . the way he looks at me some- 
times . . .” Christian trailed off, shuddering. “I 
have no idea what he’s capable of. I can’t believe 
] jumped at the chance to work with him.” 

“You couldn’t have known,” Nina said reas- 
suringly. She really felt for Christian—he gen- 
uinely seemed torn up by the realization that he’d 
been involved in something so morally wrong. 
Besides, he reminded Nina of herself in some 
ways. She’d have been just as thrilled to have her 
work singled out by a prominent scientist. 

“I guess not,” Christian conceded. “I just 
wish I knew what to do now to make everything 
all nght again.” 

Nina picked up her cup of coffee. “Well, for 
one thing, we have to get out of the experiment. 
We both know it’s wrong, and I can’t stand to be 
a part of it anymore.” 
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Chnistian gaped at Nina, his face ashen. “Nina, 
don’t you understand? The only reason I called 
you and told you all this was to convince you to 
come back and pretend that nothing is wrong.” 
Christian massaged the bridge of his nose with his 
fingertips. “I wasn’t kidding about you being in 
over your head. These EFC people aren’t kidding 
around, If either one of us, much less both of us, 
drops out now, they'll know we know something. 
And then we'll be in danger. Real danger.” 

Nina opened her mouth, about to protest, 
but then the full impact of Christian’s words hit 
her. “You mean—” 

Christian nodded grimly. “A lot of money has 
gone into this project from a lot of different spe- 
cial interest groups. There’s too much at stake for 
EFC to let a couple of students get in their way. 
That’s why you #ave to come back to the expen- 
ment tomorrow and act like nothing is wrong, 
Nina. We can’t afford to get Dr, Akre’s guard up.” 

Nina shook her head in amazement. “I just 
can’t believe it’s as serious as you say it is.” 

Christian reached across the table and put his 
hand on hers. “I think it’s more senous than either 
of us realizes,” he said gravely. “But I need a little 
more ume to search the lab for concrete evidence. 
Please, Nina, show up for the experiment tomorrow. 
You have to help me buy some time. If we work to- 
gether, this nightmare will be over soon. I promise.” 
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Nina shifted uncomfortably under Christian’s 
intent gaze. She dreaded the thought of going 
back to the psych lab, of enduring even one more 
of those sessions strapped into the chair. And how 
do I know I won't end up being affected by the 
brainwashing after all? she worried. Going along 
with Christian seemed like too huge a risk. 

But if Christian was right, she could be taking 
a much greater risk by dropping out. At least if 
she was on the inside, working with Christian, 
they’d both have a better chance of gathering the 
information they needed to convict Dr. Akre and 
whoever else was responsible before anyone real- 
ized they were snooping around, 

And I'll be able to keep an eye on Bryan, at least 
from a distance, she mused. Even though Bryan 
wanted nothing to do with her, she was determined 
to do everything she could to get through to him. 
He was brainwashed, and she had to help him. The 
more she thought about it, the more Nina grudg- 
ingly agreed that Chnstian’s plan made sense. 

“OK,” she said finally. “What do I have to do?” 


Bryan waited, hidden behind his newspaper, 
for a good five minutes after Nina and Christian 
left the diner. Then he lowered the paper and 
crumpled it in his hands. Even if he hadn’t 
wanted to keep out of sight, Bryan wasn’t sure 
he could have gotten up and walked out of the 
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diner just then—his ears were ringing so loudly 
with rage, he didn’t think he could walk straight. 

Bryan took in several quick gulps of air, trying 
to calm down. I knew it all along. Nina doesn’t 
have an honest bone in her body, he thought with 
righteous fury. It’s bad enough that she’s meaking 
around with that scum, telling lies. But now they 
want to use their lies to destroy Dr. Akre—the only 
person I know who really cares about me. 

Bryan smiled as he remembered the friendly way 
Dr. Akre had reached out to him after witnessing his 
fight with Nina. The professor was a good person— 
not like Nina and Christian, who were lying about 
him the way they lied about everything else. 

I can’t let them smear Dr. Akre with their 
filthy lies, Bryan thought wildly, his chest con- 
stricting. I have to stop them. I have to stop them 
before it’s too late. 

A sudden burst of adrenaline propelled him up 
from the booth and toward the door. Bryan tore 
off the hat and flung it to the floor, then cringed 
when he realized he’d broken his shield of invisi- 
bility. Behind him he could hear people shouting 
that he had to pay for his coffee. But he had 
reached the exit—they couldn’t touch him now, 

“They'll never get me,” he muttered. “Never!” 

Without looking, back Bryan flung open the door 
of the diner and fled out to the safety of the night. 
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“Dr. Akre, hi!” Nina called in a bright, sugary 
voice. She fluttered her fingers in a birdlike little 
wave, trying to catch the professor’s attention as 
he walked down the crowded hallway of the 
psych building, separated from Nina by a sea of 
students emerging from classes. 

Nina glanced down at herself one last time to 
make sure she looked all nght. She’d changed 
clothes before the session, selecting, after much 
thought, a white cotton ribbed sweater and knee- 
length plaid skirt ensemble she thought gave her 
a kind of innocent schoolgirl air. “Innocent” is 
definitely the fashion statement I’m going for right 
now, Nina thought with a shudder, remembering 
Christian’s dreadful warnings. 

Dr, Akre slowed his pace, narrowing his eyes. 
He looked Nina up and down, then gave her a 
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stiff nod. Then the professor continued down the 
corridor toward the control room, looking as if 
he had no intention of stopping to talk to her. 

“Oh—I wanted to ask you something if you 
have a second.” Nina casually stepped sideways, 
blocking Dr. Akre’s path down the corridor. 

“Actually I’m on my way to the control room 
to record some notes on today’s session,” Dr. 
Akre said in clipped tones. He fidgeted with the 
collar of his lab coat. Even if he hadn’t been 
short with her, the tension in his body would 
have sent Nina the signal that he wanted her to 
move aside and leave him alone. 

“Oh, this'll just take a second,” Nina insisted 
breezily. “Sec, ’'m, uh, wnting a paper on the .. . 
the international scientific community. And I fig- 
ured as long as I ran into you, maybe I could ask 
you a couple of questions. It would really help me 
out.” She flashed him her best attempt at an 
earnest, hopeful smile. 

Dr. Akre raised one of his dark, gray-streaked 
eyebrows. “What, exactly, about the international 
scientific community is the subject of your paper?” 

Nina gulped. “Well, it’s kind of a biographical 
study of a few different scientists that, uh, draws 
some conclusions, based on their work, about 
the directions science might be headed in today.” 
That didn’t sound too bad, did it? she wondered. 

“I’m sorry, Ms. Harper, but I really don’t 
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think that my biographical information is rele- 
vant to a study of science,” Dr. Akre said, 
bristling with barely veiled annoyance. “If you 
wish to research my work, I’m afraid you’ll have 
to visit the campus library. Now, if you'll excuse 
me, I have work to do in the control room.” 

The professor resumed his brisk stride down 
the hallway, leaving Nina to let out her breath 
slowly. There was no point in going after Dr. 
Akre to try to stall him more—he’d know some- 
thing was up. At least she’d bought a few min- 
utes. She just hoped that had been enough time 
for Christian to find the evidence he needed in 
the control room. 

As she started walking toward her cubicle Nina 
wondered whether her performance had been 
convincing. She wasn’t sure how to interpret Dr. 
Akre’s rude brush-off. Did those dumb questions 
make him suspicious, or was he just irritated with 
me for wasting his time? she wondered. The pro- 
fessor was so antisocial, it was hard to tell. 

But Nina was pretty sure she’d ad-libbed 
nicely. After all, Dr. Akre had no reason to be 
suspicious of her. Now, if I can just keep up my in- 
nocent act a little longer, we'll get the proof we need 
to bust him. All this will be over—and maybe my 
life will be normal again. 

Maybe. 
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Bryan’s eyes followed Nina as she walked 
briskly down the corridor, swinging her hips like 
she thought she was all that. A wave of profound 
disgust washed over him. I can’t believe she thinks 
no one can see through that innocent act, he 
thought contemptuously, his face flaming with 
hot anger as Nina disappeared into the crowd. 
Did she really expect to get away with that when I 
was right behind her, watching her make a fool out 
of herself with her sickening lies? He smirked at the 
thought of how ridiculously easy it was to spy on 
her unobserved—Nina was so completely 
wrapped up in herself, she barely noticed what 
was going on around her. 

“Writing a paper—yeah, right,” Bryan mut- 
tered under his breath. The idea that she’d 
forced Dr. Akre to listen to her inane, transparent 
questions added insult to injury. 

In spite of the rage that fueled him, Bryan’s 
knees felt momentarily weak as the full weight of 
Nina’s wickedness struck him. He slumped 
against the wall for support, pressing his fevered 
check against its cool surface. 

It was easier when I thought all ber deceptions 
and manipulations were just about me, Bryan re- 
flected sadly. It was painful to know she threw me 
over for a revolting little fling, but it’s a thousand 
times worse knowing that her flirting was just a ruse 
to keep me distracted from what was really going on. 
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A fresh wave of anger washed over him, giv- 
ing him strength. I’m not going to let her get away 
with it, he vowed, standing up straight. He knew 
what he had to do. 

He took off at a run down the hall in search 
of Dr. Akre. 


“More coffee, sweetie?” 

The waitress, a heavily made-up brunette, 
ulted the pot questioningly. 

“Uh, no, thanks.” Nina put her hand protec- 
tively over the mouth of her mug and looked up 
at the waitress with a thin smile. “I do have to 
get to sleep eventually.” 

The waitress shrugged the pink pouf shoul- 
ders of her Edie’s uniform and shuffled in her 
white orthopedic shoes to the next table. 

Actually P’m not sure I ever will get to sleep, 
Nina thought, picking up her coffee mug and 
draining the last sickly sweet sip, where all the 
sugar had pooled. I can’t remember the last time I 
was this wired. 

She’d been sound asleep two hours ago, at 2 
A.M., When the phone rang. As soon as she blurrily 
answered the phone Nina heard a voice hiss, “I’ve 
figured it out. It’s worse than we thought. Meet 
me at Edie’s night away.” Then the line went dead. 

Recognizing Chnistian’s voice instantly, Nina 
had dragged herself out of bed into a pair of 
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sweatpants and over to Edie’s before her sleep- 
muddled brain really had a chance to process 
what was going on. 

But after two hours and three cups of coffee, 
Nina was wide awake and growing more afraid 
by the moment. Christian still hadn’t shown up. 
And while Nina had racked her brain for every 
conceivable reason he might have been held up 
on his way to the diner, she was having trouble 
coming up with anything convincing. There’s just 
not that much traffic at four A.M. And I doubt 
very much that he’s having a hard time deciding 
what to wear, she thought wryly. 

Nina’s stomach was in knots, from worry as 
much as from drinking three cups of stale, bitter cof- 
fee in the middle of the night. Christian sounded so 
urgent on the phone, she recalled. He was about to tell 
me sometinng crucial . . . something really horrifying. I 
don’t see what could have made him change bis mind. 

Unless someone changed bis mind for him. 

Nina shuddered. As terrifying as the idea was, 
it was inescapable. Christian had obviously been 
on his way to meet her when he called. What 
could have detained him for two hours? 

When we met the other night at the diner, he 
was so afraid that someone would find out what we 
knew, Nina recalled. At the time it hadn’t seemed 
real to her. Now she was alarmed—for Christian 
and for herself. 
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Who could have found out? Nina wondered. 
Nobody saw us together. Maybe Dr. Akre had 
stumbled on Christian going through his 
things in the lab. 

Or what if be realized that I was trying to stall 
him yesterday? Nina thought, cold dread creeping 
down her spine. If her lame questions had 
aroused Dr. Akre’s suspicions, she and Christian 
could oth be in danger. 

Nina grabbed her gray hooded SVU sweat- 
shirt from the seat beside her and slid out of the 
booth. She got her wallet from the front pocket 
of the sweatshirt and left some crumpled bills on 
the table. Suddenly she couldn’t stand another 
second of waiting in the diner, obsessing about 
all the possible harm that might have come to 
Christian . . . and might be in store for her. She 
wanted to be home in her own bed, even if there 
was no way she could get back to sleep. 

Pil go home and try to relax, Nina decided. 
Then I'll talk to Christian tomorrow at the experi- 
ment and find out what happened. 

She ignored the voice in her head that asked if 
Christian would even be there. 


Nina leaned against the wall of her cubicle 
and closed her eyes, feeling a strange mixture of 
exhaustion and nervous energy. After getting 
less than four hours of sleep, she didn’t have the 
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energy to pace, even though she was feeling 
even more claustrophobic than usual. 

Christian should have been here by now, Nina re- 
alized, her eyes flying open. She hadn’t seen him in 
the hall before the session, so she’d decided to wait 
in her cubicle. But it had been over fifteen minutes. 
Chnistian never took more than ten to make his 
rounds. With every moment she waited, Nina felt 
the dread she’d experienced early that morning at 
the diner prickling over her like a cold rain. 

Finally the door opened, and a relieved grin 
stole over her face. “Thank heaven you’re—” 

She stopped herself; her smile vanished. “What 
are you doing, here?” she demanded in a panicked 
tone. Then, recovering from her surprise, she 
added more politely, “I mean, where’s Christian?” 

Dr. Akre stopped where he was hovering in 
the doorway. His thin lips pressed together mo- 
mentarily before curling into a_ self-satisfied 
smirk. “What kind of a greeting is that, Ms. 
Harper? You seem to have a lot of bottled-up 
hostility, if you don’t mind my saying so.” 

Nina flushed with indignation. I’m not going 
to let him bully me, she thought, taking a step for- 
ward and folding her arms across her chest. 

“Where’s Christian?” she repeated, trying to 
maintain a reasonable air of civility despite the 
pounding of her heart. “He usually comes 
around to attach the electrodes.” 
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“Christian?” Dr. Akre uttered the name as if it 
were a curse in his native language. “I’m afraid I 
don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve always 
hooked the subjects up to the equipment myself.” 

“Christian,” Nina repeated again, unable to 
stop the trembling in her voice. “Your research 
assistant. Christian Jimenez.” 

“My . .. research assistant?” Dr. Akre tilted 
his head back a fraction of an inch and let out a 
dry wheezing sound that might have been a 
laugh. “Surely you’re joking, Ms. Harper. As 
I’m sure anyone of sound mind is aware, I am 
well known for conducting my research in com- 
plete independence.” 

Nina had a strange sense of vertigo, as if the 
small cubicle were whirling around her. She 
pressed her back against the wall, unsure if the 
room suddenly felt very hot or very cold. “But 
Christian was involved in this—” 

“You must be mistaken,” Dr. Akre interrupted 
in a voice that was like ice. His narrowed eyes 
bored into Nina’s; she stared into them as the 
room spun behind him. “Maybe I didn’t make 
myself clear. The findings of this project are the 
property of SVU and EFC. I would never com- 
promise their confidentiality with the presence of 
untrained, unauthorized personnel. I don’t know 
what you imagined, but there is not, and has 
_ never been, an assistant involved in this project.” 
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With that, the professor cleared his throat 
and extended his arm toward the chair in the 
center of the room. “Now, if you wouldn’t 
mind taking a seat, the other students are wait- 
ing to get started.” 

Nina’s first impulse was to bolt from the 
room. Her whole body was trembling with ter- 
ror. But if l run... it would be like openly accus- 
ing Dr. Akre of doing something awful to Christian 
and covering it up. She gulped. If I run, I could 
end up like Christian. Not that Nina had any idea 
what had happened to him—burt she sure didn’t 
want to find out firsthand. Maybe the best thing 
for me to do is just play along, she reasoned. 

Slowly she made her way to the chair and sat 
down. As the glowing blue TV screen filled her 
vision she did her best to make her face go blank. 
Recalling the expressions of the brainwashed stu- 
dents, Nina stared straight ahead, focusing on an 
imaginary point in the distance. 

“I remember now,” Nina said, trying to keep 
her voice completely flat and deadpan. “It was al- 
ways you who hooked us up. I must have been 
imagining things. I think I was thinking of . . . of 
something I saw in one of the commercials.” 

“Good, Ms. Harper,” Dr. Akre replied with a 
slight incline of his head. “I’m glad we were able 
to clear up this little matter.” 

As Dr. Akre began strapping on the electrodes 
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Nina thought she saw the corner of his mouth 
twitch with satisfaction. But Nina had no idea 
what was going through the professor’s head at 
that moment. Did my questions about Christian 
make him suspicious that I’m on to him? Or does he 
just assume I’m brainwashed like the others? 


“Excuse me .. . could I talk to you for a second?” 

The young woman whirled around, looking 
startled by Nina’s light tap on her shoulder. Nina 
herself had to stifle a gasp at the sight of her face. 
It was the girl Nina had seen making herself up in 
the mirror of the library bathroom—just days 
ago, though it seemed like a whole other lifetime. 

In the stark light of the psych lab corridor the 
gitl looked like a ghastly shadow of herself. Her 
dark hair was a tangled mop, and the thick layer 
of pancake makeup on her face failed to conceal 
the deep shadows under her cyes. Thick, smudgy 
circles of black eyeliner, gobs of mascara, and 
black lipstick accentuated her gaunt, haggard air. 
She wore a black dress that looked as if it had 
once fitted her like a glove, but now it hung 
loosely on her wasted frame. 

Nina swallowed hard as the girl turned vacant 
eyes on her. Hoping that someone else would re- 
member Christian, she had decided to question 
the other subjects. Maybe someone had seen him 
since yesterday. If not, then maybe someone 
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would be able to back her up when she reported 
Christian’s disappearance to the authorities. 

Now she wasn’t so sure this had been a good 
idea. It seemed like there wasn’t a student in- 
volved in the experiment, apart from Nina her- 
self, who didn’t have the zoned-out, glazed look 
this girl wore. Even if the other students remem- 
ber seeing Christian, would they be reliable wit- 
nesses? Nina wondered. 

“T just wanted to ask you a question,” Nina 
said after she overcame her hesitation. “Have you 
seen Christian around today?” 

The girl blinked rapidly. “Is that a trick ques- 
tion?” she asked, a wary edge in her voice. 

“No, no, not at all,” Nina said hastily. “I just 
wondered if you had seen Chnistian; you know, 
Dr. Akre’s assistant. He usually comes around to 
our cubicles before the session to hook us up, 
and I didn’t see him today.” 

“What are you talking about? Dr. Akre is the 
one who comes around to our cubicles.” The 
girl’s cyes were blank, uncomprehending. “He 
runs the experiment by himself. He’s a genius. 
He doesn’t need an assistant.” 

Nina’s blood ran cold. “So you're saying you 
don’t remember a graduate student named 
Christian? Not from the orientation or any of the 
sessions?” 

“No,” the girl said hoarsely, her eyes wide 
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and frightened. Her lower lip trembled as if she 
were about to cry. “Stop it. Please . . . stop ask- 
ing me questions.” 

As she hurried away, Nina spied another stu- 
dent she recognized from the experiment—a 
short, black-haired guy walking down the hall 
with his eyes trained on the floor ahead of him. 

Swallowing her mounting feeling of hysteria, 
Nina cut through the crowd of students to reach 
him. “Excuse me,” Nina said breathlessly as she 
fell into step beside him. He looked up, obvi- 
ously startled. “I’m sorry to bother you, but I 
was just wondering if you had seen Christian at 
all today. I haven’t seen him around.” 

The student’s dark eyes were wide and full of 
fear. “Who?” he asked in a whisper. “Are you 
messing with my head?” 

It’s like they've all been programmed, Nina re- 
alized with horror. “No, please don’t worry—I 
was just looking for Christian, Dr. Akre’s assis- 
tant. You haven’t seen him, have you?” She won- 
dered if he could detect the note of apprehension 
she heard in her own voice. 

“¥ don’t know,” the guy said flatly. “I think 
you’re confused. Dr. Akre doesn’t have an 
assistant.” He shook his head at Nina with a 
look that could have been pity—or disgust. “I 
have to go now.” 

As he walked off, Nina’s eyes filled with tears. 
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Am I losing touch with reality, or ts it just everyone 
around me? she wondered. Frantically she 
scanned the crowd for another student from the 
experiment, Most of them had probably taken 
their money and left the building by now. 

It seems like there are fewer people involved now 
anyway, she reflected. The guy with the goatee 
hadn’t been around since the day Elizabeth had 
been held hostage. And come to think of it, 
Nina hadn’t scen one of the women since that 
day either. She probably set the fire in Dickenson, 
Nina realized. In which case it made sense that 
both she and the guy responsible for the attack 
would be missing. 

But are they in jail? Nina wondered. Or in 
hospitals? Or did Dr. Akre .. . get them out of the 
way? She had no idea. But either way her chances 
of finding any evidence of Christian’s where- 
abouts—or even of his existence—were getting 
slimmer by the minute. 

Nina gazed around the hallway in despera- 
tion. Suddenly her eyes lit on an almost eerily 
familiar figure: Bryan, He was walking stiffly 
down the hall, moving in her direction yet not 
sceming, to see her. 

It’s him, yet it’s not him, Nina reflected sadly. 
He moves differently, and I know for a fact he talks 
differently. Involuntarily a tear slid down her face 
at the sight of the empty shell Bryan had become. 
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But tf any of the students involved in the experi- 
ment would have a reason to remember Christian, 
Bryan would, she told herself, wiping the tear 
away with her finger. 
As Bryan drew closer Nina positioned herself 
so that she was blocking his path. “Bryan! 
Bryan, hi. I really need to talk to you. Please, 
just hear me out.” 
Bryan narrowed his eyes when he saw Nina. 
As he stared silently at her she saw his hands curl 
into fists at his sides. 
“Bryan, I have to ask you a qu—” Nina 
began uncertainly. 
“Stay away from me,” Bryan hissed through 
clenched teeth, cutting her off. “Just keep your 
sick, twisted lies away from me.” 
Nina let out a strangled little yelp as Bryan 
forcefully pushed past her and stormed down the 
hall. Reflexively she turned.to stare after him. Then 
she saw something that made her blood curdle. 
Dr. Akre was standing a couple of yards away. 
As Nina watched, Bryan strode toward him, and 
_ the two men bent their heads together as if shar- 
ing a confidence. Once Bryan looked up and 
glanced over at Nina, then returned his atten- 
tion to Dr. Akre. 

Bryan’s conspiring with Dr. Akre now, Nina re- 
alized. For a moment she stood frozen where she 
was. Then she turned and walked slowly down 


179 


the hallway, willing herself to stay calm and not 
make any sudden, incnminating movements. 

Suddenly she was immensely relieved that she 
hadn’t gotten to ask Bryan about Christian—he 
would definitely have reported it to Dr. Akre, and 
her cover would have been blown. As it is, Pm 
sure he’s going to start keeping an eye on me, she 
thought, her heart pounding in her throat. If et- 
ther of them catches me snooping around, I’m dead! 

As soon as Nina passed through the door to 
the stairwell she took off running at top speed. 
Her feet suddenly felt as if they couldn’t carry 
her fast enough. She had to uncover the truth 
about the experiment as soon as possible—but 
she had to watch her step in a big way. She 
couldn’t afford to be seen asking any more ques- 
tions—she’d have to find some other way of get- 
ting information without arousing any suspicion. 

But Dr. Akre’s guard is up now, Nina re- 
minded herself as she raced down the stairs. And 
Bryan’s too. Pm running out of time. 
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Chapter 
Eleven 


“Nina! What happened to you?” Elizabeth asked 
with concern, holding open the door to her 
room. “Come in—can I get you anything?” 

Trudging over to Elizabeth’s bed, Nina put up 
her hand weakly. “No, I’m fine, really.” She dropped 
onto the bed with a sigh. “I just haven’t gotten 
much sleep . . . and I’m kind of stressed out.” 

Elizabeth closed the door behind Nina and 
sat down on Jessica’s bed, facing her frend. 
“Kind of stressed out”—that might be an under- 
Statement, Elizabeth thought, surveying Nina’s 
sallow complexion, the dark circles under her 
eyes, her drawn cheeks. Nina’s clothes looked as 
if she’d slept in them, and her hair was a mess. 
Her hands twisted anxiously in her lap. 

“Liz, I have to tell you something,” Nina began 
hesitantly. “I’m sorry that I haven’t confided in 
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you before. And I’m se sorry I flipped out on you 
when you tried to talk to me after the fire. It’s just 
that the whole thing is . . . it just sounds so crazy. I 
didn’t want you to think I was insane.” 

“Nina, how could I think you were insane?” 
Elizabeth said soothingly. “I just wish you had 
come to me sooner instead of keeping it bottled 
up like that. You know you can talk to me about 
anything. That’s what I’m here for.” 

Nina shook her head. “This isn’t just any- 
thing, Liz. It’s . . . it’s not just about me. It’s 
bigger than that. And I wouldn’t even want to 
get you involved, except I”—she sniffled and 
wiped away a tear that was sliding down the side 
of her cheek—“I don’t have anyone else to turn 
to. And I’m so seared, Liz . . . so scared.” 

Pve never seen ber sob like that, Elizabeth 
thought with alarm. Sitting forlornly on the bed 
with her head bowed and her shoulders slumped, 
Nina actually looked smaller than usual. It was as 
if all her natural confidence had been shattered. 
What could have done that to her? 

Elizabeth got up and went to sit beside Nina. 
“It’s OK, you can tell me,” she said soothingly, 
putting a comforting arm around Nina’s shoul- 
ders. “Pll do whatever I can to help you out. And 
I’m not going to think you’re crazy. I promise.” 

Minutes later Elizabeth sat speechless trying 
to digest the unbelievable story of what Nina had 
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seen in connection with the experiment: Bryan’s 
hostility, the students’ attacks, Christian’s myste- 
rious disappearance, and Nina’s fears that she 
herself was in jeopardy. 

The idea of people being brainwashed by the 
experiment was a bit far-fetched. She could un- 
derstand why Nina had hesitated to share her 
theory. But it wasn’t as if Elizabeth hadn’t seen 
the craziness with her own eyes. 

Stull, Elizabeth couldn’t understand why, if 
Nina’s story were true, Nina herself wouldn’t 
have been affected. Nina’s one of the most trust- 
worthy people I know, Elizabeth reminded herself. 
And she’s one of the most grounded. Nina wasn’t 
excitable or gullible; she had never gone in for 
any kind of conspiracy theory before. And she 
certainly wasn’t crazy, no matter how harried she 
looked right now. Nina’s my best friend —tf she 
was having some kind of breakdown, I would have 
seen tt coming far in advance. 

“It’s an amazing story,” Elizabeth admitted fi- 
nally. “The idea of ad agencies trying to control 
people’s minds to sell products and using SVU 
students as guinea pigs . . .” She shook her head 
slowly. “You have to admit, it sounds wild. 
Although it would make a great piece for WSVU.” 

“Elizabeth, I don’t know if that’s such a good 
idea,” Nina said quickly, looking alarmed. “We 
don’t know how far-reaching this conspiracy is. 
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There might be a lot of powerful people who 
don’t want this information made public. You 
could be in big trouble if you were perceived as a 
threat. You could end up like . . .” Nina trailed 
off, looking down at her hands. 

Like Christian, Elizabeth mentally supplied. 
The thought was sobering. 

“Well, I didn’t mean that I was about to race 
over to the station and do a live report,” 
Elizabeth amended. “But if I do say so myself, 
I’m pretty sure my journalist’s skills could come 
in handy here. We just have to approach this 
mystery the way 1 would approach a story.” 

“Which is how?” Nina looked up at 
Elizabeth, her face almost pleading. 

Elizabeth cupped her hand to her mouth and 
darted her eyes around as if checking to make 
sure nobody was listening. “We snoop around,” 
she stage-whispered, as if imparting some great 
wisdom. Then, dropping her hand into her lap, 
she continued. “Christian is missing, nght? So 
we do a little background check on him and see 
what turns up. Maybe we’ll find out something 
that gives us a lead or at least get some names of 
people who might have known him.” She 
flashed Nina the reassuring smile she’d perfected 
over years of helping her impulsive, emotional 
twin out of scrapes. 

Nina nodded, her face relaxing slightly. “So 
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now the truth comes out,” she said in a consider- 
ably more lighthearted voice. 

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked. She 
went over to her desk and turned on her com- 
puter and modem. 

“Well, everybody thinks you’re this bionic 
Superwoman type—you know, straight-A student 
by day, crack journalist by night.” There was 
laughter in Nina’s voice. “But now I see that deep 
down you’re just a nerd like me—you’re merely 
applying your nerd skills a little more broadly.” 

“You’ve found me out.” Elizabeth laughed as 
she sat down in her desk chair. “You were a wor- 
thy nemesis, Nina Harper. It’s a shame I’m going 
to have to kill you.” 

“Not funny,” Nina said sternly, raising her 
voice over the staticlike sound of the modem 
connecting. She got up from the bed and went 
to stand behind Elizabeth at the desk. “You 
know, that’s one joke I never expected would hit 
too close to home, but it does.” 

“You’re right. [’m sorry,” Elizabeth said sin- 
cerely, though she tried to keep her voice light. 

Elizabeth typed in her student ID number and 
password. “OK, ’m on SVU’s file server. So we 
should be able to access a fair amount of informa- 
tion about anyone on campus. Of course, it would 
be better if we knew Christian’s social security num- 
__ ber, but I doubt that came up in conversation.” 


185 


“Actually I got him to spill it during a game 
of Truth or Dare,” Nina said dryly. “No, but his 
last name is Jimenez.” She spelled it aloud. 
“And he’s a grad student in psychology. That’s 
really all I know.” 

Elizabeth’s fingers flew over the keyboard. 
Behind her she was aware of Nina lowering her 
head to look over Elizabeth’s shoulder. “OK, I’m 
at the student directory. [ll just do a search 
through the psych department for him.” 

She typed in Christian’s name and hit return. 
After a moment a dialogue box popped up, in- 
forming Elizabeth that the computer was search- 
ing for alternatives to the name she’d entered. 
Then a list of names appeared on the monitor. 

Elizabeth frowned as she scrolled down the 
screen with her mouse. There was a Christine 
Jimson, a Chris Ramirez, and a few other names 
that sounded only vaguely like Chnstian’s. 

“He’s not here,” Elizabeth said, trying to 
sound more casual than she felt. The search proto- 
col was a standard one she’d run a million times, 
and it had always returned the information she 
needed. She racked her brain for an explanation 
that wouldn’t alarm Nina. “The search must have 
been too specific. Maybe I only went through the 
undergraduate psych department. Here, Vil try 
searching the entire university directory.” She 
went back several screens to the main university 


186 


r 


_ directory, then entered Christian’s name again. 


This time a longer list of alternatives appeared. 
But there was no Christian Jimenez among them. 

Elizabeth leaned back in her chair. She and Nina 
studied the screen for a moment without speaking. 

“Maybe he goes by his middle name or some- 
thing,” Nina suggested. “Try just entering 
‘Jimenez’ and see what comes up.” 

Elizabeth shook her head. “The search would 
have given us every possible alternative even if 
one whole word didn’t match.” She pointed at a 
name on the list. “See, there’s even a Professor 
Jorge Jimenez in the art history department.” 
She licked her fips nervously and turned to face 
Nina. “Nina, I don’t know what to tell you. This 
is the master SVU directory. If Christian isn’t on 
this list, either that wasn’t his real name, or he 
wasn’t really a student here.” 

“But that’s impossible. I just don’t believe he 
was lying. Why wouldn’t he have told me when 
we met at the diner?” Nina slowly backed away 
from the computer, looking stunned, and half 
sat, half fell back onto Elizabeth’s bed. 

Elizabeth turned back to her screen, frown- 
ing. “Is there anything else you can think of to 
search for? Any campus organizations he be- 
longed to? Awards? Publications?” 

Nina snapped her fingers. “What about a thesis? 


Is there any way we could track down one of those?” 
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“Well, the SVU libraries keep a copy of all 
student theses on file,” Elizabeth said. “They’re 
a great resource when you don’t have a lot of 
time to do research. Why, did he talk to you 
about his thesis?” 

Nina nodded. “It was on psychology and the 
media. He said he analyzed incidents of mass 
paranoia.” 

Elizabeth clicked her mouse to return to 
the main SVU directory. “OK, let me just get 
into the main library database and I'll run a 
keyword search.” 

For a few minutes Elizabeth was silent as she 
logged in to the SVU libraries. “Now I’m going 
to search for psychology and media,” she told Nina 
over her shoulder, typing in a string of commands. 

“Anything?” Nina asked in a high, tight voice. 

Elizabeth shook her head again. “I tied 
searching in the psychology theses for media, para- 
noia, and Christian’s name again. We got a paper 
on the psychology of the paranormal, but nothing 
about Christian’s thesis.” She turned back to 
Nina. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it looks like 
Christian wasn’t telling you the truth, If he wrote 
that thesis, it would be here—yjust like he would be 
in the records if he were a student at SVU.” 

“But it’s not like that!” Nina insisted. “I 
know it sounds crazy, Liz, but Christian wasn’t 
lying—the records are! This can’t be an accident. 
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Somebody wants to make it seem like he never 
existed at all. Don’t ask me how .. . I don’t 
know. I don’t know anything anymore.” 

She buried her face in her hands, sobbing. 
“Liz, I feel like I’m losing my mind. It’s hope- 
less—if J can’t figure out something soon, 
they’re going to kill me!” 


“Nina, don’t talk like that! You can’t give up 
now. We still have other leads to go on.” 

Nina lifted her tear-streaked face from her 
hands. “Like what?” she asked dubiously. 

“Well, we can look up some other names—Dr. 
Akre’s or that corporation you said was funding 
the experiment,” Elizabeth suggested. “The clue 
we need could be in the SVU computer network 
or on the Internet—who knows. But I mean, you 
can’t just concede defeat when there’s so much 
more we can do without even leaving this room.” 

Nina shook her head exhaustedly, wiping 
away the last of her sudden outburst of tears, 
Elizabeth Wakefield’s boundless confidence in 
the triumph of right over wrong never ceased to 
amaze her. Still, Liz has come through for me more 
than once when she’s in her crusader mode, Nina 
admitted to herself. She recalled how, early in the 
school year, Elizabeth had worked tirelessly to 


_ expose the racist perpetrators of an assault on 
Nina and Bryan. Nina had been ready to give up 
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then—in fact, she’d been so unsettled by the at- 
tack that she had planned to leave SVU and 
move back home. But Elizabeth had helped her 
see that running away would only give the hate 
mongers exactly what they wanted—and allow 
them to go on terrorizing minority students. 

She was right then, and she’s right now, Nina re- 
alized suddenly. Even if she ignored her con- 
science entirely, the facts spoke for themselves. 
Christian had already disappeared off the face of 
the earth, and she could very well be next. Not to 
mention that Bryan might as well have disap- 
peared too, for all there was left of the bright, car- 
ing, principled man she’d once known. As long as 
she was still alive, she had to fight to save Bryan 
from the brainwashing that had transformed him. 

“You have a point, Liz,” Nina said finally. She 
managed a smile, hoping to convince herself as 
well as Elizabeth that she felt optimistic. “I 
mean, the combined force of our geek power has 
to be more or less unstoppable. If research is the 
answer, two people who have logged as many 
hours in the library as we have should be able to 
solve any problem that comes our way.” 

“Now you're talking.” Elizabeth grinned at 
Nina, then turned back toward the computer. “OK, 
where do I start? With Dr. Akre or the corporation?” 

Nina’s brows knit. “I have a feeling Dr. Akre 
doesn’t exactly have a great PR team. He seems 
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to be pretty defensive about personal informa- 
tion. So maybe you should try looking up EFC.” 

“OK, Pll get onto the Web and search for in- 
formation,” Elizabeth said. She moved the mouse 
and typed something short. From the bed Nina 
saw the display on the monitor change. Curious, 
she got up and stood behind Elizabeth again. 

As Nina watched, Elizabeth entered the 
World Wide Web address of a search engine and 
typed in EFC as the object of the search. When 
she hit return, a new page covered with text ap- 
peared on the screen. 

“So these are all the Web pages that men- 
tion EFC?” Nina asked, frowning with confu- 
sion. “I don’t see a site that’s maintained by 
the company itself.” 

“Me either,” Elizabeth said, scrolling down 
with the mouse. “It’s weird that a corporation 
funded by ad agencies wouldn’t promote itself in 
every possible way. Web sites are such a cheap 
form of advertising—practically every company 
has one these days.” 

“So what are all these sites?” Nina asked. 
Most of them had long, complicated addresses 
that didn’t include EFC in any way. 

“They look like people’s home pages,” 
Elizabeth answered, clicking on one name to 
link to the page. “Let’s find out what they have 
to do with EFC.” 
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As Elizabeth’s computer loaded the page, the 
first thing Nina saw was a huge headline that 
read Phil Roper’s Conspiracy Theory Home 
Page. Then a picture of a geeky-looking college- 
age guy appeared. 

“That must be Phil,” Nina remarked. 

Elizabeth scrolled down the page as screen 
after screen of text loaded. “Listen to this,” she 
said excitedly. “‘One of the most persistent con- 
spiracy theories in the past ten years involves a 
market-research corporation known as EFC, 
which claims to receive its funding from a variety 
of advertising agencies. But these “ad agencies” 
reputedly filter money from’—get this—‘the mil- 
itary-industrial complex, through a network of 
subcorporations, to conduct “research” that ac- 
tually consists of experiments in mass paranoia.’” 

Nina felce as if the temperature in the room 
had suddenly dropped about thirty degrees. 
“Mass paranoia,” she echoed in a whisper. “Just 
like Christian’s thesis!” 

“*EFC’s experiments allegedly seek to estab- 
lish a method through which mass media can ac- 
complish mind control on a large scale,’” 
Elizabeth continued. ““The exact purpose of 
EFC’s supposed illegal experimentation is hotly 
debated among conspiracy theorists. . . .? Oh, 
Nina, this is just some guy’s idea of being clever. 
I mean, could that be any more vague?” 
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“Try another page,” Nina urged. “See if we 
find anything else like that.” 

Elizabeth went back to the page of search re- 
sults and clicked on another address. A page 
popped up labeled The 100 Greatest Conspiracies 
of Our Time. 

Nina sucked in her breath. “It’s another 
conspiracy page! See if you can find what it 
says about EFC.” 

“I’m getting to it,” Elizabeth replied, sounding 
a little tense. “Huh! It’s number twenty-seven. 
Not a bad showing. Check this out.” She pointed 
to a line of text on the monitor. “Start here.” 

Nina leaned in to read the words on the screen. 
She quickly scanned a paragraph stating information 
similar to what they’d read on the first Web page. 
Then her eyes traveled farther down the page. 


EFC also has a reputation for “disap- 
pearing” individuals who attempt to ex- 
pose its corruption. If the rumors are true, 
EFC’s connections are far-reaching 
enough that the corporation can effec- 
tively wipe out every physical and bureau- 
cratic trace of a person’s existence if they 
fear that person poses a threat to their “re- 
search.” Of course, this insistence on 
EFC’s ability to wipe out all records of 
their own activity may just be an excuse on 
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the part of conspiracy theorists to explain 
their own lack of evidence. 


“Disappeared’—that must be what happened 
to Christian!” Nina exclaimed aloud, her eyes fill- 
ing with hot tears. “They killed him. .. and then 
they hacked into the school’s computers and 
wiped out every trace of his existence.” 

“Nina, you can’t be serious.” Elizabeth 
turned to face her friend in disbelief. “This isn’t 
evidence—we’re just looking for leads, A million 
different crackpots have home pages on the 
Internet so they can spout their outrageous theo- 
ries to get attention. The Web’s not regulated at 
all, and nobody ever credits their sources, so it’s 
not a reliable source of information. I mean, do 
you really think it’s plausible that such a massive, 
far-reaching conspiracy could exist?” 

“But Liz, it fits too perfectly with everything 
that’s happened,” Nina argued, rubbing her eyes. 
“It always seemed odd that this whole thing was 
about ad agencies—that they would be giving 
funding to a university in the first place, and then 
that they would actually put lives at risk to sell 
products. It makes sense that something much 
more sinister is going on. That the students be- 
coming paranoid wasn’t just a side effect but the 
actual point of the experiment. Maybe that’s what 
Christian was trying to tell me before he . . .” 
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“Disappeared?” Elizabeth furnished. A chill 
crept up her spine. 

Her rational mind told her that Nina was defi- 
nitely jumping to conclusions. But my gut says 
Nina has a point, she thought, shivering with 
fear. The theory does fit with everything we've seen. 
Whatever had happened to Bryan and to that guy 
at the snack bar . . . it was obviously about more 
than just subliminal advertising. 

Nina nodded gravely. “It sounds crazy to me 
too, Liz. But you have to admit, it’s all consistent.” 

Elizabeth gave her a crooked smile. “It’s not 
like crazy things haven’t been happening lately. 
Pll take a look at a couple more of these pages.” 
She turned back to the monitor. 

As Elizabeth clicked on the names of several 
different Web sites the same information about 
EFC kept appearing. Not one of the sites that 
had come up in her search mentioned EFC in 
its capacity as a research firm for ad agencies. All 
of them appeared to be devoted to conspiracy 
theories. 

“Nina, I just want you to understand that 
this still doesn’t prove anything,” Elizabeth 
said after they had examined over a dozen Web 
pages. “One of the most annoying things about 
the global village is that rumors spread like 

__ wildfire. I believe you when you say something 
‘strange is going on, but it just doesn’t seem 
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possible that all these accusations are true. The 
fact that you’re unaffected .. . it just doesn’t 
add up.” 

“I know it doesn’t make sense,” Nina con- 
ceded. “But I know what I’ve seen—and what 
you’ve seen too.” She met Elizabeth’s eyes. “I 
wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t experienced it 
firsthand. But I honestly think SVU students 
are being used as guinea pigs for this horrible 
mind-control plan. Maybe if we find out how 
Dr. Akre is controlling the students, we'll un- 
derstand why it’s happening to everyone but 
me. Please, Liz, even if you’re not totally con- 
vinced . . . I really need your support on this. I 
can’t do it alone.” 

“Of course [ll help you, Nina,” Elizabeth 
promised, “I want to get to the bottom of this 
almost as much as you do. [’m just saying that 
the simplest explanation is usually the correct 
one. Maybe EFC isn’t what it appears to be, but 
lots of corporations keep quiet about where they 
get their funding. It doesn’t mean they’re experi- 
menting, with mind control.” 

“I know,” Nina said, sighing. “I think the 
theory is pretty out there too. But it’s the 
only way I can make sense of everything 
that’s happened, especially Christian’s disap- 
pearance.” She twirled one lock of her unruly 
dark hair around her finger. “If only we could 
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us. We’d know how the students are ee 
brainwashed... .” 

“And why sae unaffected.” Elizabeth nod- 
ded sharply, still unsure of what, exactly, Nina’s 
being “unaffected” entailed. “OK. Count me in.” 


“Smoke. Burn, smoke, burn. Fire. Burn. Get 
them off me!” 

Nina stared at the floor as she made her way 
down the hall, concentrating on keeping her face 
blank and shuffling down the corridor as slowly as 
the other students. She tried hard not to pay at- 
tention to the steady mutterings of the young man 
walking ahead of her—she didn’t need the distrac- 
tion or the strain on her jangled nerves nght now. 

Dr. Akre led the motley band of students to 
their cubicles for the day’s session, his arms laden 
with videotapes, Nina was hanging back at the 
end of the line, trying to look inconspicuous. 
Even though the professor had his back to her, 
she figured it couldn’t hurt to practice blending 
in with the brainwashed subjects. Her safest bet 
was for the other students, as well as Dr. Akre, to 
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get the impression Nina was one of them; for all 
she knew, Bryan might not be the only one in 
the professor’s confidence. 

She stole a glance toward Bryan, who was 
walking side by side with Dr. Akre. Their heads 
were together, and they were talking softly. The 
sight made Nina nervous; then again, just being 
in the creepy psych lab surrounded by this 
volatile group of students put her on edge. 

“Burn, smoke them out,” mumbled the guy 
in front of Nina, lifting an arm to wave desulto- 
rily at the air around his head. Nina saw long 
raised scabs on his forearm and realized he was 
the guy who had scratched himself up so badly 
before. It was getting harder to tell the zom- 
bielike subjects of the experiment apart. 

Maybe it was a mistake to come back here, 
Nina mused. After she had confronted Dr. Akre 
the other day, Nina wasn’t sure it was safe. Yet 
when she showed up staring into space and 
shuffling her feet like the other students, Dr. 
Akre hadn’t batted an eye. 

As long as he seems convinced that I’m under 
his spell like the others, I’m better off staying, Nina 
reminded herself. If I drop out now, PU blow my 
chance to pick up any evidence—not to mention 
mark myself for death. 

Still, the atmosphere at the lab had become even 
more strained since Chnistian had disappeared. The 
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students flocked behind the professor like sheep, 
but at the slightest provocation—a loud noise, a 
sudden movement—they were capable of rearing 
like fnghtened horses. By himself Dr. Akre had a 
hard time keeping them under control. He’d had to 
restrain hysterical students twice already. 

I’ve got to find a way to use the chaos to my ad- 
vantage, Nina resolved. 

Several feet ahead of her the guy ran his fingers 
frantically through his short brown hair, continu- 
ing to mutter and occasionally give a little yelp. 

The group had almost reached the cubicles 
when the guy in front of Nina let out a piercing 
scream. The students turned around to see the 
young man drop to the floor and start rolling 
around, kicking with his feet. His arms tore at 
his shirt. “Get them off me!” he howled. 
“Burn them off!” 

A murmur ran through the little throng of 
students. Someone let out a shriek of fear. 
Nina glanced over and saw Dr. Akre making 
his way through the crowd, hurrying toward 
the student who lay thrashing on the floor. 
“Calm down, please!” he begged. “Everybody, 
please remain calm!” 

In his haste the professor jostled a student in 
the crowd, and Nina saw one of his videotapes 
fall to the floor. 

As Dr. Akre reached down, struggling to grab 
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hold of the student’s wrists, his back was turned. 

: Instantly Nina saw her chance. Quickly stepping 
behind Dr. Akre, she knelt and slipped her back- 
pack off her shoulder. After glancing up to make 
sure she was unnoticed, she unzipped her back- 
pack and stuffed in the tape. As she zipped the 
pocket back up and got to her feet, Nina put on 
the spaced-out poker face she’d copied from the 
brainwashed students. 

Around her students were whimpering and 
beginning to drift around in the hallway. The 
guy on the floor was still screaming. Dr. Akre 
wrestled to pull him to his feet, calling out to 
the other students to stay calm and remain 
where they were. 

No one saw me, Nina realized, sibotach her 
heart was pounding so loudly, she was surprised 

| Dr. Akre didn’t hear it. I can’t believe I got 

away with it! She exhaled deeply, trying to 

| expel the adrenaline rush of fear and exhilara- 

| tion that flooded her, and fought to flatten out 

the tiny smile of triumph that twitched at the 
corners of her lips. 

But she felt like laughing out loud. This was 
the break she’d been waiting for. Finally she 

had some evidence. 


Elizabeth hit pause and looked closely at the 
screen to make sure she had the shot she wanted. 
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A middle-aged man in a suit was frozen with his 
lips flared into an unnatural midspeech grimace. 
Elizabeth advanced the picture a few frames until 
his mouth closed, then made a note of the time 
code on her legal pad. She shifted in her black 
vinyl chair and checked her watch. Almost five. 
She’d been sitting in WSVU’s editing room for 
nearly two hours, screening interviews with mem- 
bers of the SVU administration, and she still 
hadn’t found any really great footage. Impatiently 
Elizabeth held down the fast-forward button, 
hoping to see some facial expression or arm ges- 
ture that would signal an interesting sound bite. 
But this guy was as dry as toast. He sat with his 
hands folded in his lap and occasionally pressed 
his thumbs together. Not exactly the media event 
of the century. 

As she fast-forwarded through the next few 
minutes of the tape Elizabeth felt a twinge of 
guilt that she wasn’t being as much of a perfec- 
tionist as usual. Normally she would have spent 
days, not hours, editing this story—it was sched- 
uled to run as a special feature on the next 
night’s WSVU_ news broadcast. But tonight 
Elizabeth couldn’t focus her mind on the admin- 
istration’s changes in student financial aid policy. 
She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the 
crazy theory she and Nina had unearthed yester- 
day. All Elizabeth’s instincts told her there was a 
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major story there, even if the far-fetched rumors 
they’d read on the Web weren’t true. 

The sooner I concentrate on finishing this edtt, 
the sooner I can get home and start looking for 
more information, Elizabeth reminded herself. 
Not only was she holding out hope that she’d 
eventually be able to break the EFC story on 
WSVU without endangering herself and Nina, 
she was afraid of what might happen if the terror 
was allowed to continue on campus. Her life had 
already been jeopardized more than once. 

Elizabeth let go of the fast-forward button, 
and the tape slowed to normal speed. She leaned 
back in her chair, focusing on the man in the suit 
and the standards by which he judged SVU ap- 
plicants for financial aid. Summoning her powers 
of concentration, Elizabeth watched intently, oc- 
casionally scribbling notes on her pad. After sev- 
eral minutes had gone by, a knock at the door 
interrupted her. Elizabeth pressed stop and called 
out, “It’s open!” 

The door opened and Nina appeared, flushed 
and breathless, a wide grin lighting her face. She 
looked a lot more pulled together than when 
Elizabeth had last seen her. Her hair was clipped 
neatly back in silver barrettes, and she was wear- 
ing a short charcoal blazer and black jeans that 
gave her a confident, take-charge air. 

“Liz, I’m so happy I caught you here. I just came 
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from the experiment, and I really need your help.” 

“Whatever you look so psyched about, I'll 
make time for,” Elizabeth said eagerly, glad for 
the distraction. “What’s up? Any news?” 

“Check this out.” Nina took off her backpack, 
unzipped it, and triumphantly produced an un- 
marked videotape. “One of the subjects freaked 
out today at the session, and Dr. Akre dropped 
this in the commotion. I bet it’s one of the tapes 
of commercials they show us. That’s why I 
wanted to find you here—to see if we could ex- 
amine it for any kind of subliminal signals.” 

“Quick thinking, Nina!” Elizabeth exclaimed 
when Nina came over and handed her the tape of 
commercials. “You came to the night place— 
WSVU’s editing equipment is totally cutting 
edge. If there are any hidden messages in this 
tape, we'll find them.” She examined the tape. 
“Half inch. Regular old VHS. We’ll need this 
machine over . . . here.” She pushed the tape in 
the VCR and flipped the input switch attached to 
monitor A. “Now we’re cooking. Grab a chair.” 

“Thanks, Liz,” Nina said, dragging a chair 
over from a nearby desk. “But listen, I’m not 
sure it’s such a good idea for you to watch the 
tape with me. What if you’re affected by it? We 
still don’t know why I’m immune.” 

Elizabeth hesitated with her finger poised on 
the play button. “I hadn’t thought about that.” 
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She turned to Nina. “But one tape isn’t going to 
drive me totally out of my mind, right? If I start 
to feel weird, I just won’t watch anymore.” 

“OK, but be careful,” Nina said, sounding wor- 
ried, “I already feel guilty about dragging you into 
this. Pd never forgive myself if anything . . . hap- 
pened to you.” 

“Let’s try not to think about it.” Elizabeth 
shuddered, recalling the glazed, soulless looks of 
the guy she’d thought was a druggie, the man in 
the snack bar, and Bryan. Before she could 
change her mind, she hit play and leaned back in 
her chair. 

A box of doughnuts appeared on the screen; 
as Elizabeth and Nina watched, the girl holding 
the box picked out a doughnut and bit into it. 

“Not exactly inflammatory stuff,” Elizabeth 
commented, aiming her remote control. 

“Wait until you’ve watched two hours of it,” 
Nina cautioned as Elizabeth rewound the scene 
and then replayed it frame by frame. “You might 
feel like attacking somebody too.” 

Three and a half hours later Elizabeth was 
ready to concede Nina’s point. Her eyes ached, 
her neck was stiff, and her left leg was asleep. 
Not to mention that she was starving, since she 
hadn’t eaten since lunch. She and Nina had 
played the tape forward and backward, frame by 
frame, at double speed, at half speed, and with 
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every other manipulation Elizabeth could think 
of. And they’d found nothing. 

“Well, I’m stumped,” Elizabeth admitted fi- 
nally. “If there’s anything out of the ordinary en- 
coded into these ads, it’s not something our 
equipment can pick up.” 

“Maybe the signals aren’t actually recorded 
on the tape,” Nina suggested. “Maybe they’re 
transmitted some other way. Is there anything 
else we can check for?” 

Elizabeth shook her head wearily. “Not that I 
can think of. But Pll make a dupe of the tape 
just in case. I assume you want to return the 
original as soon as possible, before Dr. Akre no- 
tices it’s missing.” 

“Definitely,” Nina agreed. “Thanks, Liz, I 
really appreciate it. Sorry this was so frustrating.” 

“Don’t worry about it. Even finding nothing 
on the tape helps us rule out some possibilities. 
Like you said, maybe the messages are being sent 
some other way.” 

Elizabeth stood up, shifting her weight from 
one side to the other to get the blood flowing 
back through her legs. “Pll take another look at 
the tape tomorrow in case there’s anything I’m 
not thinking of. But right now I think we both 
need to get out of this room, get some fresh air, 
and grab something to eat before we pass out.” 


* * * 


206 


= 
_ 
- t- 


; 


“TI don’t think pasta ever tasted so good to me 
before,” Nina said contentedly, resting her hand 
on her full stomach. “I’m kind of glad the cafeteria 
was closed—it was much nicer to go to La Dolce 
Vita. I didn’t even realize until we got there that I 
haven’t really eaten much in the past few days. For 
once stress has made me /ose my appetite.” 

“I wish I had that problem.” Elizabeth 
groaned. “When I’m stressed out, my first im- 
pulse is to reach for a cookie.” 

“Well, maybe that’s not always a bad thing,” 
Nina mused, exhaling contentedly. “I know I feel a 
lot more relaxed right now, after a good meal. 
Aithough I don’t know if I really expect to get 
much studying done later—I have a feeling I’m just 
going to collapse when I get back to my room.” 

“That sounds tempting.” Elizabeth sighed. “I 
have so much work, though.” 

Nina nodded absently, savoring the first feel- 
ing of peace she’d experienced in days. The 
night was warm, and the quad was filled with 
students strolling in couples or groups. Many 
were dressed up, like they were headed out on 
dates or to parties. 

It’s Friday night, Nina realized with a start. 
The weekend. She felt a twinge of sadness at the 
thought that ordinarily she’d have had a date—at 
the very least a study date—with Bryan. It was 
depressing to see so many people out having fun 
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when her life had fallen apart. But at least she felt 
safer being out at night with the campus so busy 
and alive. 

“Are you OK, Nina?” Elizabeth asked, turn- 
ing to face her. “You looked kind of preoccupied 
for a minute there.” 

“I’m fine,” Nina answered, smiling thinly. “I 
was just thinking about . . .” 

Suddenly she trailed off. Her face fell. A few 
feet ahead of them was Kerri, looking disheveled in 
a torn long-sleeved shirt, a long coat, and rumpled 
pajama bottoms. She was walking across the quad 
in unsteady half circles and mumbling to herself. 

She’s headed our way, Nina realized uneasily. 
That’s not a good sign. Ever since the day Kerri at- 
tacked the football player and accused Nina of 
plotting against her, Nina had steered clear of 
her. There was no telling what Kerri would do if 
Nina crossed her path. 

Nina took hold of Elizabeth’s arm, intending 
to steer her out of Kerri’s way. But as she leaned 
in to guide Elizabeth off to the side she acciden- 
tally stepped on Elizabeth’s foot. 

“Ow!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “What are you 
trying to do, run me over?” 

At the sound of her voice Kerri whirled 
around, Her eyes blinked uncomprehendingly 
for a moment. Then they locked in on Nina’s 
face and narrowed into slits. 
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Nina cringed. “Um, Kerri—hi! Sorry if we 
startled—” 

“You!” Kerri hissed. She had stopped dead in 
her tracks, her feet planted firmly in Nina and 
Elizabeth’s path. “I knew you were after me! 
How long have you been following me?” 

Nina put her hands up, palms out, as if to de- 
flect Kerri’s fury. “Nobody’s following you, 
Kerri. We were just on our way back from—” 

“Shut up!” Kern screeched. Her shrill voice 
echoed across the campus. In the distance Nina 
saw a few heads turn with surprise in their direc- 
tion. “I know you’re lying! You want to kill me 
dead. .. . Well, it’s not going to happen!” 

All at once Nina felt as if she were standing 
outside herself, watching the scene unfold in 
slow motion like a movie. Kerri reached inside 
her coat. Nina’s mouth opened and formed a 
soundless me. Beside Nina, Elizabeth’s hands 
flew to her face. 

And then, in a split second that seemed to last 
forever, Kerri pulled out a gun. Gripping it in 
both her uncontrollably trembling hands, she 
aimed it straight at Nina. 
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This can’t be happening, Elizabeth thought, star- 
ing hypnotized at the snub-nosed revolver Kerri 
was aiming unsteadily at Nina. It was like a 
nightmare she couldn’t wake up from. Are we 
really going to die like this? she wondered, a lump 
welling in her throat. There were so many things 
she wanted to do and see in her life. Now, if she 
made one false move, all that could be cut short. 

Elizabeth glanced around, desperately search- 
ing for an escape route or someone to come to 
their rescue. The quad, where moments ago stu- 
dents had been strolling peacefully, had suddenly 
come alive with students screaming and running 
for cover. Kern jerked the gun upward and fired 
a shot into the air. “Don’t move!” she shrilled, 
lowering the gun back down toward Nina. 
“Everybody be quiet!” 
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Most of the people on the quad froze where 
they were. But one young man in a gray dress 
jacket and tie tried to take off through the crowd. 
Kerri spotted him and, narrowing her eyes even 
further, swung the gun around. She fired a shot 
that caught him in the back of the leg. 

Elizabeth gasped as the guy went down, 
screaming. His date, a curvy blond in a long 
white dress, knelt by his side, screaming hysteri- 
cally. As she caught him up in her arms Elizabeth 
saw blood splatter the woman’s dress. As the 
dark stain on the guy’s pant leg spread, Elizabeth 
involuntarily put her hand to her heart. Crazy as 
this girl is, she managed to hit that guy from fifty 
feet away, she realized. If she shoots me or Nina, it 
won't be in the leg. 

Elizabeth looked back at Kerri, whose eyes 
widened as she stared at the guy moaning in pain on 
the ground. The fear those eyes held—as if Kerri 
thought she were the hunted instead of the hunter— 
made Elizabeth flash back to the guy at the snack bar. 

| He’d worn the same Jook of terror and helplessness. 

Suddenly that mass paranoia theory doesn’t 
sound so ridiculous, Elizabeth realized, an icy 
shudder running through her. 

“Shut up!” Kerri screamed at the man she had 
shot before turning the gun back on Nina. 
“Nobody talk. Nobody move. Nobody breathe!” 
As if from very far away, Elizabeth heard the 
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screams of the wounded man and his girlftiend 
quiet to frightened whimpers. But her eyes re- 
mained fixed on Kerri, whose hands were still 
shaking violently. She seems so unstable, so unsure 
of herself, Elizabeth thought desperately. There 
must be a way to talk her down. 

Slowly Elizabeth took a step back. She saw 
Kern’s eyes dart toward her. Then, before she 
knew it, the gun was pointed right at her. 

Elizabeth’s knees went weak. The barrel of 
the gun, swaying in uneven circles in Kerri’s 
trembling grip, was all she could see. She’s going 
to shoot me! Elizabeth thought desperately, fight- 
ing to keep her terror from showing on her face. 
She forced herself to summon all her wits. If we 
can at least stall ber, maybe the police will show up, 
she thought hopefully. 

“Please don’t hurt us,” Elizabeth whispered in 
as gentle and soothing a voice as she could muster. 
She lifted her hands in a gesture of surrender. “We 
don’t want to hurt you. Please don’t be afraid.” 

“Who are you?” Kern cried in a strangled 
voice, her bloodshot gaze flitting up and down 
Elizabeth’s body. “You’re after me too! What did 
she tell you?” 

“I didn’t tell her anything,” Nina called out. 
In a flash Kerri swung the gun back toward Nina. 

For a moment, as Kerri turned away from het, 
Elizabeth felt strangely removed, as if she were 


212 


watching the scene unfold from a distance. As 
the gun teetered back and forth it reminded 
Elizabeth of a pendulum, ticking off a second 
with each swing. Is it counting out the last mo- 
ments of our lives? Elizabeth found herself won- 
dering. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying 
to memorize every last sense impression—the 
scent of the warm California night air, the soft 
lawn beneath her feet, the thudding of her heart. 

I’m not ready to die! Elizabeth’s eyes flew 
open as the realization struck her with sudden 
force. She glanced over at Nina, who was locked 
into a staring contest with Kerri. Be careful, 
Nina! she implored her friend silently. Don’t do 
anything that will get you killed! 

“She’s not after you,” Nina insisted, lifting 
her hands in surrender as Elizabeth had. “We 
both just want to help you. Please calm down, 
Kerri. You don’t have to be afraid.” 

Elizabeth saw Nina risk a sideways glance over 
at her. Elizabeth inclined her head slightly to 
show that she had the same idea. Her heart was 
pounding wildly, but she struggled to keep calm. 
If she senses how scared I am, she'll shoot us for sure, 
she thought, mentally willing herself to gather 
| every ounce of concentration she possessed. 

“Please put the gun down, Kerri,” 
Elizabeth called, her voice echoing across the 
eerie, charged silence of the crowded quad. “I 
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know you don’t want anybody to get hurt.” 

As Kerri swung the gun back toward 
Elizabeth, Nina chimed in, “Put the gun down.” 
Almost reflexively Kerri lurched back around to- 
ward Nina. Her eyes darted back and forth un- 
certainly between Nina and Elizabeth. 

It’s working—she doesn’t know what to do! 
Elizabeth realized, her heart fluttering. Kerri 
looked frightened and vulnerable, like a deer 
caught in headlights. But bow long can we keep 
stalling? It was dangerous to keep pushing 
Kerri’s buttons, throwing her off guard. At any 
moment she might panic and pull the trigger. 

Nina, please think of something, Elizabeth 
silently begged her friend. We’re too young to die! 


Nina licked her lips. Kerri’s huge, glazed eyes, 
full of hatred and incomprehension, bored 
steadily into her. But the gun still wavered, be- 
traying Kerri’s nervousness and confusion. 
“Kerri, please don’t do anything you might re- 
gret,” Nina begged. 

“Shut up,” Kerri whispered. “Don’t tell me 
what to do!” 

Nina choked back a sob as Kerri cocked the 
gun. This is it, she thought despairingly. Pm 
going to die. Without even getting to say good-bye 
to the people I love. 

Nina risked a glance over toward Elizabeth. 
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Their eyes met for an instant, and Nina saw her 
own terror reflected in her best friend’s face. 
They exchanged sad, fleeting smiles of sympathy; 
then Nina turned her attention back to Kerri. 

“Look at me, Nina!” Kerri cred, “I know 
what you’re up to, but it’s not going to work, do 
you hear me? I'll see you dead first!” 

Just then Nina saw a blur of movement be- 
hind Kerri. She strained to make out what it was 
without appearing to unfocus her attention from 
Kerri’s face. When she realized what was happen- 
ing, she wanted to sob with relief. Emerging 
from behind buildings and bushes were swarms 
of armed police officers. Nina’s heart surged 
with new hope, and she had to strain to keep her 
face expressionless. 

But it’s not over yet, Nina reminded herself. If 
Kerri panicked at the sight of the cops, Nina and 
Elizabeth could be dead meat. 

“Kerri,” Nina heard Elizabeth say. “Please 
don’t do this.” 

Nina glanced toward the sound of Elizabeth’s 
voice. Elizabeth had taken a few discreet steps 
back and was holding her hands up in a gesture 
of surrender. 

Kerri turned to point the gun at Elizabeth. 
Then she shook her head as if doing a double take 
and turned toward the police officers assembled 
in the bushes and on the ground. It took a few 
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beats for her face to register recognition. “Oh 
no!” Kern screeched in an anguished tone. Her 
head twisted spastically back and forth, as if she 
were trying vainly to keep all the police officers in 
her sights. “You sent them to get me!” She stag- 
gered backward, lowering the gun for a second. 

Before Nina realized what she was doing, she 
lunged at Kern with every last ounce of strength 
she had. Her hands closed over Kern’s wrists, 
straining to wrest the gun away. Kerri held on tight. 

“No!” Kerri shrieked in a_ bloodcurdling 
voice. “I’ll get you before you get me!” 

The two of them swayed together, Nina grasp- 
ing Kerri’s wrists and Kerri trying to squirm out 
of Nina’s hold. Every fiber of Nina’s being was 
focused on keeping her hands locked on Kerri’s. 

Just then Nina felt Kerri’s foot come down 
hard on hers. Involuntarily Nina gasped in pain, 
and her grip on Kerri’s wrists loosened slightly. 
With a cry Kerri strained to wrench her arms 
away. Nina felt her grasp slipping. In another sec- 
ond Kerri would be free! 

Just as her hands slipped, Nina felt herself 
being pulled from Kerri in a tidal wave of blue- 
uniformed bodies. She saw Kerri’s gray eyes grow 
enormous as an officer karate-chopped the back 
of her wrist, causing the gun to fly from her 
hand. Another officer retrieved the gun as Kerri’s 
hands were cuffed behind her back. 
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Suddenly the darkened quad was alive with 
lights and sirens. All Nina could see was a black, 
white, and blue blur of figures in motion. 
Beyond the throng of cops people were scream- 
ing and crying. 

Then, from the haze of shadowed faces, 
bright lights, and distant cries, a solid and famil- 
iar figure emerged. “Nina!” Elizabeth cried, 
flinging her arms around Nina’s neck. Nina 
hugged her back, tightly. “Thank goodness 
you’re OK! You saved my life.” 

“You mean I risked your life.” Nina pulled back 
from Elizabeth’s embrace. The tears that moments 
ago she had been too petrified to shed now came 
flooding forth. “You'd never have been involved 
in this nightmare if it hadn’t been for me. I don’t 
know what J was thinking, dragging you into-——~” 

“Nina, stop it.” Elizabeth cut her off, 
squeezing her shoulders. “Stop blaming your- 
self. You didn’t drag me into this—I wanted to 
help you. I wanted to find out the truth. And 
you know what else?” 

“What?” Nina asked, her lip still quivering 
with sobs, 

Elizabeth looked her right in the eyes. “I be- 
lieve you, Nina.” 

“What?” Nina croaked through her tears, wip- 
ing her nose on the cuff of her blazer. “You do?” 

Elizabeth nodded seriously, “I know I was 
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skeptical at first. . . .” She shook her head. “But 
this is no conspiracy theory. Somebody wants 
these people to panic like this. Somebody power- 
ful enough to know the value of panic . . . and in- 
fluential enough to use chaos to their advantage.” 


Bryan’s footsteps echoed through the silence 
of the stairwell. Winding his way down the stairs 
in complete darkness, listening to the sound of 
his steps go on forever, Bryan felt his head 
singing with exhilaration, as if he were in a kind 
of transcendent state. I can’t remember the last 
time I felt so alive, he thought almost blissfully. 

I’ve arrived, Bryan thought, pushing open the 
door to the psych lab basement. I know what I 
have to do. He tried to recall whether, earlier at 
the session, Dr. Akre had whispered in his ear to 
come here, or whether he had just known. Either 
way it didn’t matter. His destiny was at hand. 

The basement was a huge, dark room full of 
hulking shadows and reeking of mildew. The en- 
tire high-ceilinged space glowed a faint green 
from the far corner, where one block of fluores- 
cent overhead lights was turned on. If not for 
that block, the underground room would have 
been plunged into total blackness. 

As Bryan’s eyes adjusted to the darkness he 
saw that the menacing shadows were nothing 
more than piles of cardboard boxes. No doubt 
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musty psych department archives. There’s nothing 
to be afraid of, Bryan told himself as relief 
flooded his body so strongly, it felt almost like 
another wave of fear. You know why you're here. 

A figure materialized from the shadows by the 
far wall of the basement. “Hello, Bryan,” Dr. 
Akre’s low, even voice intoned. “Shut the door 
behind you, would you please?” 

Bryan obeyed, easing the door back into its 
frame as quietly as possible. Then he turned back 
to Dr. Akre. The professor had advanced a few 
steps, but his face was still half shrouded in shadow. 

“I know what’s going on,” Bryan said. He 
fought to keep his voice as even as Dr. Akre’s, 
despite the surge of nervous excitement he felt. 
“T know why I’m here.” 

Dr. Akre’s lips curved into a smile. He laced 
his fingers together and cracked his knuckles. 
“Yes, Bryan. I know you do.” He made a stifled 
noise that vaguely resembled a chuckle. “I’ve 
been watching you from the beginning. You 
learn very quickly.” 

Bryan beamed with pleasure. Dr. Akre’s praise 
meant a lot to him. The man was a genius and a 
saint. “What do I learn next?” he asked eagerly. 
“I want to help you . . . any way I can.” 

Dr. Akre stepped back into the shadows. “I 
know you'll help me,” he whispered. “Come 
with me, Bryan. I want to show you something.” 
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Too overcome to speak, Bryan followed Dr. 
Akre through the darkened maze of piled-up 
boxes to the corner farthest from the light. To 
his surprise, Dr. Akre reached into the shadows 
and turned a doorknob that was set into a recess 
of the wall. I’m sure that doorway wasn’t there be- 
fore, Bryan thought, puzzled. He blinked rapidly, 
trying to adjust his eyes to the harsh neon glow 
emanating from the open doorway. 

Dr. Akre paused before passing through the 
doorway. He turned to face Bryan, though with 
the bright light behind the professor’s head 
Bryan had trouble making out his features. 

“Bryan, are you ready to advance to the next 
level with me?” Dr. Akre asked gravely. 

“Yes,” Bryan breathed, scarcely trusting him- 
self to say anything more. He knew exactly what 
Dr. Akre meant. Ever since the experiment had 
come into his life, it was as if Bryan was a whole 
new man. He had been reborn into a life where 
he saw everything much more clearly. Where he 
knew who he could trust . . . and who he had to 
watch out for. He’d never really felt alive be- 
fore—not like this. And the sad thing was, he'd 
never even known what he was missing. 

As he followed Dr. Akre into a vast, shadowy 
room Bryan felt himself trembling with excite- 
ment. Now that he was about to cross the 
threshold of Dr. Akre’s secret circle, Bryan knew 
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he was entering yet another new phase of his ex- 
istence—opening up new horizons he’d never 
dreamed possible. He couldn’: wait to find out 
what was waiting for him on the other side. 


Certain traits are genetically linked to 
gender and occur only in males due to the 
fact that the genetic. information govern- 
ing these traits is on the Y chromosome. 


Nina snorted aloud at her biology textbook. 
“No kidding. Like the gene that controls break- 
ing off relationships for no reason. Or maybe 
the gene that controls being taken in by evil sci- 
entists who want to poison your mind against 
your girlfriend.” 

It was well past midnight, and Nina was sit- 
ting at her desk, making a vain effort to take her 
mind off her fears and catch up on her biology 
reading. She was succeeding in neither. 

After the terrifying incident with Kerri on the 
quad earlier that evening, Nina’s nerves were to- 
tally rattled, and she couldn’t seem to relax. 
There was no doubt in her mind now that her 
worst fears about EFC were true. Nina knew she 
had to get some solid evidence fast before she 
became the next person who knew too much and 
had to be “disappeared.” But she’d spent hours 
turning the night’s events over in her head and 


221 


still hadn’t been able to come up with any expla- 
nation of how Dr. Akre could condition a nor- 
mal, intelligent woman to snap like that simply 
by making her watch two hours of TV a day. 

Trying, to deal with her homework had been a 
last-ditch attempt to clear her head—she’d been 
thinking in circles, her own mounting frustration 
with herself making it virtually impossible to 
think constructively. But as hard as she tried to 
concentrate on genetics, Nina kept returning to 
thoughts of the experiment and mentally kicking 
herself when those thoughts failed to lead any- 
where. She was getting so tense, even random 
scientific facts were beginning to tick her off. 

“And I’m talking to myself again,” Nina said 
wryly. She bent over her book again, trying to 
push down all the panicked thoughts that threat- 
ened to overwhelm her. 


Other genetic traits, known as X- 
linked traits, are situated on the X chro- 
mosome and occur with disproportionate 
frequency among males, 


Nina highlighted the sentence absently, still 
wondenng if it was possible that her fears were 
tinged with artificially induced paranoia. She kept 
half worrying, that sooner or later she’d fall vic- 
tim to the brainwashing. But when she thought 
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about it, it didn’t make sense that she would be 
affected at a much slower rate than everyone else, 
any more than it made sense that she would be 
the only one not affected at all. 

Nina reread the sentence she’d just high- 
lighted, realizing she hadn’t really registered it the 
first ume. “Himmm, interesting,” she commented 
sarcastically. Actually it was pretty interesting to 
think about the biological differences between 
men and women; ordinarily Nina was fascinated 
by science and concerned with gender issues. But 
right now she was just getting impatient with sit- 
ting in front of her textbook. Nina forced herself 
to focus on the page open before her. 


One example of an X-linked trait is 
red-green color blindness, which is far 
more common among men than among 
women. 


In spite of her resolution to give her reading 
full attennon, Nina rolled her cyes with annoy- 
ance. “Tell me something I don’t know,” she mut- 
tered, bearing down almost angrily on the 
sentence with her marker. Not many people knew 
she was red-green color blind—it just didn’t come 
up that often—but whenever anyone found out, 
they reacted as if she were some kind of freakish 
mutation or rare specimen. And they always 
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recited that vague statistic about color blindness 
being far less common among women. She’d got- 
ten to be a little touchy about it just because she 
was sick of having the same conversation with peo- 
ple. To Nina it wasn’t such a big deal that she was 
color blind—aside from obeying traffic lights, 
there weren’t too many situations in which telling 
red and green apart mattered. 

This reading is a waste of my time, Nina de- 
cided, putting the cap back on her marker. The 
only biology lesson I’m interested in right now is the 
twisted version of science Dr. Akre’s using to con- 
trol people’s minds. Even if she was getting 
nowhere in trying to discover what was going 
on, it was pointless to pretend she could concen- 
trate on anything else. 

Nina tossed the marker onto her desk and 
covered her face with her hands, massaging her 
eyes and cheekbones with her palms. When she 
lowered her hands from her face, Nina was look- 
ing back down at her textbook. The sentence 
she’d just highlighted glared out at her. 

One example of an X-linked trait is red-green 
color blindness... . 

Red... green... 

Nina furrowed her brow thoughtfully. 
Suddenly the words registered in a way they 
hadn’t a moment ago. “Most people can see red 
and green,” Nina murmured to herself, her heart 
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ginning to hammer. “Most people are really 


surprised when they find out I can’t. So...” 


The idea gradually formed itself in her mind, 
like a piece of clay spinning on a wheel, If not 
seeing red and green was something that made 
Nina different from most people—but that very 
few people knew about or could tell—it was just 
possible that her color blindness was the missing 
puzzle piece she’d been seeking! 

The signals... , Nina mused. Could they have 
something to do with color? With red and green? If 
so, it would certainly explain how visual images 
could affect people so strongly—and why Nina 
herself had been immune. 

Nina slammed her biology book shut and 
jumped out of her desk chair so quickly, it cop- 
pled over. If Dr. Akre has any inkling that Pm im- 
mune to his mind control, then Pm a dead woman, 
Nina thought with a shudder as she grabbed her 
keys from a hook by the door and raced out of 
her room. I have to do whatever it takes to get that 
sicko locked up before he catches on to me. 
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Chapter 
Tourtéén 


“Keep going,” Bryan panted as he slowed to a 
jog. “Have to keep going.” He inhaled deeply to 
ease the stitch in his side. 

The night air was moist, the cool green grass 
on the quad already damp with morning dew. 
Bryan felt as if he were running through a fog. 
The humid air was too thick, choking him as it 
filled his lungs. He’d been running for a long 
time, and the pressure in his chest was intense. 
The corners of Bryan’s vision blurred, and he was 
half afraid he might pass out. 

But I have to keep going, Bryan reminded him- 
self. I have to find her. 

“Nina!” he called out desperately into the 
night air. But it was a cry of futility and frustra- 
tion. The floodlights lining the quad illuminated _ 
nothing but empty expanses of lawn. 


226 


Bryan staggered, once again forced by his 
shortness of breath to slow down. He had no 
idea how long he’d been running around campus 
searching for Nina. But he was starting to get 
worricd—very worried. 

That night at the psych lab, Dr. Akre had told 
him about a fiendish plan more horrifying than 
Bryan had dreamed imaginable. The truth had 
been like a bucket of cold water hitting him in 
the face. When he left the lab, Bryan knew he 
had to find Nina before it was too late. 

There had been no light under her door at 
Dickenson Hall, and though he’d banged on the 
door and screamed her name until the RA threat- 
ened to call security, she hadn’t appeared. Then 
he’d tried her usual carrel at the library, but she 
hadn’t been there cither. So he’d just started cir- 
cling the campus, racking his brain to think of 
where she could be. 

Now he was running out of time. Every pre- 
cious moment he wasted going in circles meant 
they were in greater danger. There was no telling 
what could happen if he didn’t catch up with 
Nina. Now that he’d talked to Dr. Akre, Bryan 
knew just how serious a situation she was getting 
herself into. Poor Nina had no idea how far in 
over her head she was. 

Bryan couldn’t stand the thought of Nina run- 
ning around campus ail by herself, searching for 
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information that EFC was prepared to do any- 
thing to safeguard. Once I catch up with her, Pil be 
able to take care of her, Bryan reminded himself. 
I'll never forgive myself if I can’t get to her in time! 

Bryan slowed to a stop, panting heavily. If 
only I hadn’t told Nina I was cutting her out of my 
fife, he cursed himself inwardly. He bent slightly 
and rested his hands just above his knees. J wish I 
had let her know she could trust me. It’s too late 
now—maybe she'll never trust me again. He had 
to tell her that he loved her, that he wanted 
everything to be all right between them. . . but 
after all he’d said and done, Bryan wouldn’t be 
surpnised if Nina didn’t believe him. 

But it didn’t matter—he had to try. Even if 
Nina hated him for the rest of her life, he had to 
do whatever he could to keep her out of harm’s 
way. He wasn’t thinking about himself now, just 
about Nina. He had to do everything he could, 
before it was too late. Before Nina... 

He couldn’t bear to think about it. Bryan lifted 
his head and, squinting through the tears and sweat 
that blurred his vision, began stumbling blindly for- 
ward again. Only one thought filled his head: 

I have to find her. 


“Please open, please open, please open,” 
Nina breathed as she frantically jiggled the safety 


pin in the lock. 
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She could barely see what she was doing, but 
she didn’t dare turn on the light. For all she 
knew, security guards could be patrolling the 
psych building. It had been easy enough to get 
past the work-study student on duty at the sign- 
in desk by saying she’d left her purse in a class- 
room. But she’d have no plausible excuse if she 
were caught trying to jimmy the lock on the 
door to the X212 control room. 

Nina closed her eyes, trying to focus all her 
energy into her sense of touch. A girl on her 
floor at Dickenson had showed her how to do 
this once, when Nina had locked herself out of 
her room early in the year. It had seemed so easy 
then, but her life hadn’t been hanging in the bal- 
ance at the time. 

If I could only keep my hands from shaking so 
much, I'd probably have better luck, Nina told her- 
self, exhaling slowly to steady her nerves. When 
she resumed jiggling the pin in the lock, it finally 
turned with a tiny click, and the door swung open. 

Treading softly in her canvas sneakers, Nina tip- 
toed into the darkened lab and closed the door be- 
hind her. Darkness engulfed her. Js it safe to turn 
on @ light? she wondered, feeling along the wall 
with her hands. The control room was situated in 
the center of the floor, and she didn’t think there 
were any windows looking out. Nobody outside 
would be able to tell that the light was on. 
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Nina’s fingers found a switch, and she 
flipped it. A panel of neon light overhead flick- 
ered briefly, then illuminated the room with a 
harsh bright light. 

Squinting, Nina saw that the large circular 
room was cluttered with carts of audiovisual 
equipment and stacks of tapes. In the center of 
the far wall, set into a recess, was an enormous 
TV monitor. Wires hung beneath the monitor, 
leading down to a separate alcove of the wall con- 
taining a complicated-looking stack of videocas- 
sette players and some other black metal control 
boxes Nina didn’t recognize. A desk was posi- 
uoned directly underneath the equipment, and its 
surface was covered with piles of paper and tapes. 

Nina moved toward the desk and peered 
closely at the equipment under the TV. She 
could see that the wires connected to the VCRs 
and the other boxes led not just to the monitor 
above but also out through the wall behind. 
Those must lead to the cubicles, Nina realized. 

She scanned the dials on each piece of equip- 
ment, trying to identify their functions, 
Obviously the VCR transmitted the commer- 
cials. A couple of highly sophisticated-looking 
pieces of machinery with digital readout screens 
might have been instruments that measured sub- 
jects’ brain waves. 

Then Nina noticed a thin black wire that led 
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from the back of the VCR out of the recess and 
down the wall. Nina turned her gaze to the sur- 
face of the desk, where the other end of the wire 
appeared to be buried under a stack of papers. 
Careful not to disturb the stack of papers, Nina 
gingerly moved it aside. 

Underneath was a smail black box. Nina bent 
to examine it. Two small switches on the front 
were marked R and G. 

Red and green! Nina thought, her heart ham- 
mering in her chest. Could it be? 

She put the stack of papers back on the box 
and began rifling through other piles on the 
desk, searching for more evidence. Under a note- 
book filled with thin, spidery handwriting—Dr. 
Akre’s, probably—Nina found a _ videotape 
marked X212. Trembling, she turned on the 
monitor, popped the tape in the VCR, and 
pressed play. A stark splash screen that read For 
EFC Use Only appeared on-screen. 

Suddenly the room came to life with the 
sound of screams. Nina jumped back, quickly re- 
covering enough to turn down the volume on 
the monitor. She stared up at the scene playing 
there with curious, detached fascination. 

It took Nina a while to recognize the snack 
bar from the unfamiliar overhead view and 
slightly fuzzy focus. But before long she could 
clearly make out a guy with a goatee, holding a 
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woman in a white uniform captive. The bodies of 
students lay facedown on the ground. Nina 
caught sight of a familiar golden blond head. 
Elizabeth! This was obviously the security camera 
footage of the incident she’d described. The date 
and time marked in the bottom corner of the 
tape now resonated in her mind. 

A sickening chill crept up Nina’s spine. How 
did this tape get bere? she wondered. 

The scene changed abruptly, and flames filled a 
dark sky. Nina recognized the smoke-shrouded 
walls of Dickenson Hall. “What the . . . ,” she 
breathed softly, her mouth hanging slightly open in 
bewilderment and horror. “Who could have . . .” 

Then an unmistakable accented voice rang 
out over the background of screams and sirens. 
“The events taking place before you are not a se- 
ries of isolated incidents,” Dr. Akre’s voice de- 
clared in a cool, uninflected narrator’s tone. 
“They are the result of a revolutionary psychosci- 
entific breakthrough known as experiment X212. 
My name is Dr. Charles Akre, and I am the direc- 
tor of this groundbreaking research project. I in- 
vite you to watch as I explain how, on a 
moderate budget, our small staff has produced 
results far in excess of even the most optimistic 
projections made by EFC executives at the start 
of this experiment.” 

He sounds like he’s hosting Animal Kingdom, 
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Nina thought with a shudder. A study in animal 
behavior—that’s all those horrible incidents are to 
him. You'd never know people’s lives were at stake. 
Even as a disembodied voice-over, Dr. Akre’s 
chilly presence was disconcerting. 

The snack bar scene appeared on the TV 
screen once again. As the young man’s ranting 
continued, muffled in the background, Dr. 
Akre’s clinical voice-over went on. “As many of 
you know, experiment X212 was conceived as a 
study in the suggestibility of the human mind. 
For those unfamiliar with the procedure, allow 
me to provide a thumbnail sketch.” 

Nina held her breath. This is it! she thought. 
In a moment she’d have enough evidence to get 
Dr. Akre convicted and put an end to the horror, 

“Subjects of the experiment are shown reels 
of advertisements selected at random. As the 
advertisements play, pulses of green and red 
light are simultaneously projected behind the 
film through a separate mechanism, at a level 
that is not consciously registered by the 
viewer.” A computer-animated _ illustration 
demonstrated his technique. “The green and 
ted signals have distinct psychological effects 
on the subjects. The green lights stimulate and 
intensify the subjects’ cravings for the stimuli 
provided by the advertisements.” 

The screen flashed to a scene, which also 
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appeared to be security camera footage, of Kerri 
manically stuffing her face with food at the cafeteria. 

“The red lights, on the other hand, intensify 
negative responses such as fear, anxiety, and 
anger. As per EFC objectives, the sessions have 
gradually progressed from a_ disproportionate 
percentage of green-light stimuli to an over- 
whelming majority of red-light stimuli.” Dr. 
Akre’s voice was thick with smugness and a hint 
of contempt. “And as you’ll soon see, these red- 
light stimuli have achieved their desired effects in 
a much shorter time than anticipated.” 

To Nina’s horror, a shot of Bryan yelling at 
her in the corridor of the psych lab appeared on 
the screen. There’s a hidden camera in the hall- 
way? Nina marveled, the hairs on her neck prick- 
ling. That’s it, I’ve seen enough. 

Nina stabbed angrily at the eject button sev- 
eral more times than was necessary. She’d found 
all the evidence she needed; now she had to get 
out before someone caught her. After what she’d 
just seen, Nina could hardly believe she hadn’t 
been busted already. There were probably cam- 
eras trained on her nght now. 

As she shut off all the equipment she’d turned 
on and stuffed the videotape into the back of her 
navy blue corduroy pants and under her white 
sweatshirt, it occurred to Nina that she should 
have felt happy. Jubilant, even. This tape proved 
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her worst suspicions beyond a shadow of a 
doubt. All she had to do was bring the tape to 
campus security. They’d call the police, and in a 
couple of hours this nightmare would be over. 

But seeing herself caught on camera had filled 
Nina with a sickening sense of dread. As she 
scanned the room to make sure everything was 
exactly as she’d found it, worries echoed in her 
mind. What else has Dr. Akre seen? she asked her- 
self. And how much does he know I know? 


Bryan headed up the stairs of the psych build- 
ing, feeling sick with fear and disappointment. 
He wasn’t sure what exactly he was going to do 
there since he hadn’t been able to find Nina. But 
he’d been wandering around campus for so long 
that he didn’t know where else to go. 

Should I try to find Dr. Akre? he wondered. 
Maybe that was the next step. But Bryan wasn’t sure 
he could face him, considering the circumstances. 

He was about to push open the door at the 
top of the stairs when it suddenly flew open. A 
young woman threw herself through the door- 
way and practically collided with Bryan. 

“Nina?” Bryan asked, his face breaking out 
into a wide grin at his good luck. In a flash he 
understood—she’d come to the psych lab to fig- 
ure out everything he already knew. The timing 
couldn’t have been more perfect. Their terrifying 
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ordeal was almost over—now that Bryan had 
found her, he didn’t have to be afraid anymore. 
“Nina! I’ve been looking ail over for you.” 

Nina gazed at him, her mouth opening and 
then closing. She blinked uncertainly a few times, as 
if she wasn’t sure what to make of his excitement. 

“Nina, I’m so sorry,” Bryan went on in a rush, 
He had to get everything out all at once before he 
felt too guilty to continue. “I know everything 
now, and... you were nght all along. I don’t 
know how I could have done that to you. But if 
you can find it in your heart to trust me, please let 
me help you.” He cradled the side of her face ten- 
derly in his hand. “I love you, Nina. I’m so sorry I 
hurt you, so sorry I scared you. Could you ever 
forgive me? Or at least think about it?” 

Nina’s dark eyes sparkled with tears. “Oh, 
Bryan,” she whispered. “Do you really mean it?” 
“I really mean it.” Bryan nodded solemnly. 

Nina bit her lip, hesitating. Then her face 
melted into a warm smile. All at once she threw 
her arms around Bryan’s neck and covered his 
face with kisses. 

Bryan reeled at the unexpected pleasure of 
Nina pressing her body against him, kissing him. 
It had been so long since they'd been close, since 
he'd felt her touch. For a moment he shut his 
eyes and was lost in her swect kisses. “Nina, 1 
missed you so much,” he murmured huskily. 
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Then he opened his eyes again and saw Nina 
smiling her brilliant smile at him, relief and hap- 
piness written plainly on her face. Bryan beamed 
at her. Everything 1s going to work out fine after 
all, he thought with exhilaration. 

“Come on, Bryan,” Nina was saying. “We have 
to get to the campus police before anyone finds 
out what we know.” She slipped her arms from his 
neck, threaded her fingers through his, and tugged 
gently on his arm. “There’s no time to waste.” 

Bryan gave her hand a reassuring squeeze as 
he followed her down the stairs and across the 
quad. He agreed with Nina—the sooner they got 
this over with, the better. Bryan couldn’t wait 
until they were alone. More than anything, he 
wanted to grab hold of Nina and never let go. 


“So I finally figured out that maybe it was be- 
cause [ was color blind, you know? And then 
when I got to the lab, I found out for sure about 
the signals being sent through red and green 
light, so of course that’s why I wasn’t affected.” 

Nina felt as if she’d been injected with adrena- 
line as she sprinted toward campus security head- 
quarters, her hand tightly clasping Bryan’s. She 
was practically skipping—she felt almost dizzy 
with happiness and relief. Now that they were 

both on the same side, she knew everything was 
going to be all right. 


237 


Bryan squeezed her hand again. “That’s won- 
derful, Nina. You’re wonderful.” 

Nina flushed with pleasure. Bryan ts himself 
again—he loves me again, she whispered in- 
wardly, almost giddy with delight at the thought. 
Things had changed so fast, it felt like a dream— 
she still couldn’t believe it was true. 

“So anyway, I found this tape that totally ex- 
plains everything,” Nina went on. She turned her 
eyes toward Bryan, who was gazing intently at 
her. Secing his adoring face, Nina felt an unex- 
pected pang of emotion so strong, she had to 
look away. “I watched enough of it to make sure 
it was solid evidence, and then I just grabbed it 
and ran out. And then I ran into you.” 

Suddenly Nina had the vague feeling that a 
piece was missing somewhere. She slowed her pace 
and turned back to Bryan. “Wait, you said you 
found out everything about the experiment, nght?” 

Bryan secmed to hesitate for a split second. 
Then he nodded. “I know about everything.” 

“But how—” Nina’s brows knit in confusion. 
She slowed to a stop on the quad, tugging on 
Bryan’s hand so that he stopped with her. “How 
did you figure everything out if—if you didn’t 
get into the psych lab too? Did you—did you 
break tn earlier tonight?” 

Bryan smiled down at her. But the smile 
didn’t reach his eyes. 
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“Oh, Nina,” he said mockingly, squeezing 
her hand so tightly that she yelped in pain. But 
the quad was deserted—there was no one 
around to hear her scream, no one to hear the 
way Bryan’s voice had suddenly gone flat. 
“Always asking so many questions. When are you 
going to learn? When, Nina?” 

Nina’s stomach dropped, and her blood ran 
cold. He fied, she told herself disbelievingly. It’s all 
a trick! Her eyes filled with tears. It was too much 
to take in—a moment ago she’d been so happy, 
and now she felt as if her heart had been torn into 
pieces. Her agony over his betrayal was so great 
that it took a moment for its full impact to sink in. 

Bryan hadn’t just lied to her. 

In all likelihood, he had led her to her death. 

“Oh, Bryan,” Nina sobbed, still clasping his 
hand. “Please, don’t . . . I trusted you! How 
could you do this to me? How could you—” 

Bryan raised his free hand over his head. As if 
from far away, Nina saw him bring his fist down. 
Then everything went black. 
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Chapter 
Fifteen 


Where am I? Nina thought fuzzily as she re- 
gained consciousness. 

Her eyes flickered open, but all she could see 
was a haze of brown shapes. Hushed voices were 
speaking not far away, but her muddled head 
couldn’t make out the words. 

She blinked several times, trying to clear her 
vision. A musty smell filled her consciousness, 
and Nina realized with a start that she was lying 
on her side on a damp cement floor. She tried to 
push herself up to a sitting position, but her 
wrists were bound behind her back. 

What happened? she thought wildly, strug- 
gling to free her arms as a lump. of panic rose in 
her throat. What am I doing here? 

As she gradually became more aware of her 
surroundings Nina realized that her ankles were 
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i bound as well. Then she saw that the brown 
forms surrounding her were just boxes. She was 
lying, facing the wall, in a room with a dim 
greenish glow. And one of the voices speaking 
was obviously Dr. Akre’s. 

Slowly, painfully, she managed to roll herself 
over so that her back was to the wall. Now she 
could see that the room was wide and piled with 
dusty cardboard boxes and wooden crates—it 
looked like she was in a warehouse or a storage 
area of some kind. Judging from the mildewy 
smell, she was probably underground. 

Nina strained to make out two figures par- 
tially blocked by a stack of boxes. After a mo- 
ment she saw that one was Dr. Akre, the other 
Bryan. Their heads were bent close together, and 

they were whispering to cach other, Bryan nod- 

ding furiously at everything the professor said. 

Something shiny and black flashed in Dr. Akre’s 

hand as he gestured. In another second she saw 

that it was a gun. 

Nina closed her eyes, causing the tears that 
had welled up to slide down her face. The sight 
of the gun was ternfying enough, but seeing 
Bryan upset her even more, The heartbreak she 
felt nght now was worse than the throbbing 
lump on her head where, she assumed, he had 
knocked her out cold. 

How could she have believed that Bryan had 
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gone back to his old self that easily? Maybe she’d 
just wanted to believe too badly—she missed him 
so much. Maybe it was naive, but she’d never 
given up hoping that Bryan would come to his 
senses. Now it looked like her trust in Bryan 
would cost her her life. 

With difficulty Nina tilted up her head so that 
she could see a little farther into the room. Then 
she caught sight of something lying a few feet 
away under a jumbled pile of half-assembled 
cardboard boxes. Something that looked like . . . 

A hand! Nina realized with horror. Is someone 
else trapped here? She kicked out with her bound 
legs, trying to maneuver herself into a better 
viewing position. 

But before she moved more than a few 
inches, Nina froze. If she could have moved her 
hands, she would have clamped them over her 
mouth to keep from gagging. 

Inches away from the hand was a familiar face. 
A lifeless face whose staring green cyes, frozen 
open, still held an expression of shock. Dried 
blood trickled from its open mouth, and what 
had been a warm coffee color in life was now a 
flat, waxy gray. 

“Christian!” 


“What is that wretched creature so hysterical 
abouv” Dr. Akre frowned with annoyance, craning 
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his head over a stack of boxes to peer at Nina. 
“Bryan, go see what her problem is. We can’t have 
her making that kind of racket.” 

Bryan nodded obediently and headed over to 
where Nina was writhing on the floor, moaning 
and trying to wriggle free of her bonds. “He’s 
dead—you killed him—” she gasped. With her 
legs pistoning out behind her, she resembled a 
fish on dry land, thrashing its tail. 

For an instant, as he watched Nina struggle 
helplessly, Bryan felt a strange flash of pride min- 
gled with pity. Nina’s really something, he thought. 
After all she’s been through, she’s still a fighter. 

Then he shook his head. Where did that come 
from? Nina wasn’t a fighter, she was a destroyer. 
How could he have forgotten, even for a second, 
her evil plan to ruin Dr. Akre? Ever since the pro- 
fessor had explained Nina’s diabolical intentions 
to him earlier that night, Bryan had known with 
total certainty that she had to be stopped. He’d 
eagerly agreed when Dr. Akre suggested Bryan 
lure Nina back to the lab by pretending to be on 
her side. And the way she’d fallen for it was 
laughable. He couldn’t believe he’d felt any sym- 
pathy toward her, even for a moment. 

She’s even more manipulative than I thought, 
Bryan realized, glad that he’d managed to con- 
tain his disloyal impulses before he did some- 
thing he'd regret. 
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He glanced at Dr. Akre, worried that the pro- 
fessor was intelligent enough to have somehow 
sensed his internal treachery. But as Dr. Akre met 
his eyes, Bryan saw approval on his face. His 
chest swelling with pride, Bryan glared down at 
Nina. “Keep quiet and don’t move,” he ordered 
in the hardest voice he could muster. Nina 
looked up at him, a stricken expression on her 
tear-stained face. Bryan was slightly surprised to 
see that her eyes were wide with fear. 

“Bryan,” she whispered, “please don’t do 
this. [ trust you—I know this isn’t really you.” 

Blinking, Bryan took a step back. To his con- 
fusion, he could feel some of his confidence 
evaporating. What did she mean, it wasn’t really 
him? That had to be wrong. Ever since Dr. Akre 
had opened up so many new frontiers to him, it 
was like Bryan finally was himself—maybe for the 
first time in his life. And yet . . . 

In spite of himself Bryan flashed on the mo- 
ment, less than an hour ago, when Nina had 
thrown her arms around him and covered his 
face with kisses. She had felt so soft in his arms, 
her kisses so cool on his fevered face. 

The memory enveloped Bryan for a fleeting 
instant, filling all his senses, then slipped away 
like a half-remembered dream. It was as if he had 
once led another life, in another time and place, 
where he was happy. So happy . . . 
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No. Pm happy now, Bryan reminded himself, 
shaking his head. 

“Bryan?” Nina whispered again, pleadingly. 

Bryan jerked himself angrily back to reality. 
He was just allowing himself to be sucked into 
her web of lies and manipulations, that was all. 
-He narrowed his eyes at Nina, fixing her with a 
withering stare. “Shut up!” he growled. “Just do 
as I say. It'll all be over soon.” 

Nina seemed to shrivel into the floor as Bryan 
glared down at her. Pain and fear were etched on 
her face, and for a moment Bryan’s heart gave 
another little lurch. 

“Search her,” Dr. Akre barked, his voice slicing, 
cleanly through the morass of sentimentality that 
was threatening to engulf him. Bryan was startled 
to realize that the professor had quietly come up 
behind him and was standing at his elbow. “Let’s 
see for ourselves what a liar and a thief she is.” 

Bryan nodded. He stepped mutely forward and 
bent over Nina. Rolling her roughly over onto her 
stomach, he patted down her back, willing himself 
not to notice how soft and warm her body felt. 

Then his hands encountered a hard, boxy 
shape at the small of her back. He lifted Nina’s 
bound arms off her back, pulled up the bot- 
tom of her sweatshirt, and removed a video- 
tape labeled X212 from where it was tucked 
into the waistband of her pants. He stepped 
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back toward Dr. Akre and handed him the tape. 

“Thank you, Bryan. I believe that tape belongs 
to me.” Dr. Akre tucked his gun into the waist- 
band of his dress slacks, opened the case, and took 
out the tape. As the empty case clattered to the 
floor Dr. Akre began yanking out foot after foot 
of tape. From the corner of his eye Bryan saw 
Nina lift her head slowly from the cement floor 
and turn so she could see what was happening. 

“I’m afraid that you know too much about 
our little project, Nina,” Dr. Akre continued 
calmly. When the tape was nothing but a jumbled 
knot of film stretching from his hands to the 
floor, Dr. Akre dropped the whole mess and 
crushed the plastic tape cartridge with his foot. 
He brushed off his hands on the jacket of his 
gray suit. Then he produced a book of matches 
from his breast pocket and lit one. 

“I’m going to destroy this evidence now,” Dr. 
Akre announced, holding the lit match up be- 
tween his white fingertips. “And when I’m done, 
I’m going to destroy the other piece of evidence 
in this room—you, Nina.” He lowered the match 
toward the floor, “As far as I’m concerned, all 
you are is a recording device. And I want you out 
of the picture.” 

Bryan felt an unexpected jolt of emotion as 
the match hit the film, turning the loops of tape 
into one melting, coiling mass. But it wasn’t the 
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blissful abandon he’d felt when he saw fire at 
Nina’s dorm. This was something much more 
complicated—a mixture of anger and confusion, 
plus a hint of wistfulness he didn’t understand. 
Bryan had seen with his own eyes—felt with his 
own hands, even—that Nina was out to sabotage 
Dr. Akre by stealing that tape. All she wanted was 
the evidence to undermine them. She deserved 
to die. Just like Dr. Akre said. 

And yet touching her again just now, running his 
hands down her body . . . it made the strange, nos- 
talgic sensation rush over him even more strongly 
than before. But the feeling was elusive, like the 
melody of an old song he couldn’t quite recall. 

Bryan stared at the flickering flames as they 
sank into the melted black mass on the floor and 
finally died. Only an ugly chemical odor re- 
mained. As much as Nina had hurt him, the idea 
of her being destroyed still frightened him. 

But tf Dr. Akre says it’s necessary, it is, Bryan re- 
minded himself. We have to get her before she gets us. 


Nina watched the fire die out, frantically rack- 
ing her brain for any excuse she could use to stall 
for time. She didn’t know where she was, but it 
was possible someone had heard her scream. I’ve 
got to keep him talking—buy some time, she 
thought. It was a long shot, but she had nothing 
else to hope for. 


247 


As the last of the flames faded, Dr. Akre drew 
his gun and lifted it, aiming directly at her. “Don’t 
worry, Nina,” he said flatly. “You won’t suffer. I 
don’t care enough about you to drag this out.” 

“Wait!” Nina cried, shaking her shoulders 
back and forth in a vain effort to free her arms. 
“Wait, don’t shoot! I wasn’t trying to hurt you; I 
... IT just wanted to help. I wanted . . . I thought 
I could take the tape to someone who would 
help... ,” she stammered lamely. 

Dr. Akre lowered the gun slightly. Nina saw 
that the corners of his mouth were turned down 
in a suspicious grimace. “Help?” he repeated 
ironically, arching one eyebrow. 

“Yes, because—” Nina licked her lips ner- 
vously. She made her eyes as wide as she could. 
“] know there are . . . bad people . . . who are 
out to get you. And—I thought if we got the 
truth out, you would be safe.” 

Is he buying it? she wondered anxiously. Do I 
sound brainwashed? Nina stole a glance at Bryan 
and was encouraged to see that he looked bewil- 
dered, as if he didn’t know what to think. 

“So you wanted to help, did you?” Dr. Akre 
lowered the gun to his side. 

“Yes,” Nina practically sobbed. Now that the 
gun was pointing down and she was tantalizingly 
close to being out of danger, she felt on pins and 
needles, poised halfway between relief and desperate 
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terror. “I know that—that they’re all out to get us 
and—I don’t want to let them. Please, I want to 
help you!” Her voice sounded hysterical in her own 
ears—maybe she was doing a good acting job. 
Maybe Dr. Akre would actually believe that she, like 
Bryan, was eager to help him. 

Dr. Akre smiled a tight smile and handed 
the gun to Bryan. “Hang on to this while I 
untie our friend here, would you, Bryan?” he 
asked pleasantly. 

Nina’s heart leaped as Dr. Akre approached 
and crouched beside her. He leaned toward her 
bound wrists, then drew back and paused. 

Dr. Akre looked Nina in the eyes, and a sly 
smile crept across his face. Then suddenly his fea- 
tures clouded over with anger and disgust. 
Before she could react, he drew his arm back and 
slapped her across the face. 

She let out a strangled cry, cringing from the 
slap and shaking all over with fear. He had caught 
her in her lie—and now she was truly doomed. 

“You fool!” the professor spat contemptuously 
as he got to his feet, his narrowed eyes still 
trained on Nina. “How stupid do you think I am? 
Right from the beginning I[ could tell from your 
brain scans that you weren’t reacting right. You 
were afraid of me—not like the others who were 
afraid because of me. So I did a little investigating 
and found out about your color blindness.” 
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Nina just gaped. Her face still stung from his 
slap, and her mind was reeling. He knew all along. 

“That’s nght, Nina.” Dr. Akre Jet out one of 
his wooden little chuckles. “I must say, I was de- 
lighted to have the unexpected luxury of a con- 
trol subject. You served as a yardstick of the 
other subjects’ progress. And you provided me 
with many valuable insights—the project 
couldn’t have advanced so quickly without you. 
That’s the only reason I let you keep running in 
your little circles for so long. I'd have dispatched 
you instantly otherwise.” 

Nina felt chilled to the bone. The idea of facing 
her death knowing she’d actually #elped Dr. Akre 
advance his sick plan was more than she could bear. 

“Of course,” Dr. Akre went on, chuckling 
again, “it was highly entertaining to watch your 
little Batman-and-Robin routines with your un- 
fortunate friend over there.” Smirking, he in- 
clined his head toward where Christian’s dead 
body Jay partially covered by cardboard. “So it’s 
a shame that al] this has to come to an unfortu- 
nate end, But I’m afraid that you’re a bit like a 
lab rat: You’ve served your purpose for science, 
but it wouldn’t be prudent to let you loose in the 
general population. Thus you’ll have to be de- 
stroyed. Put to sleep, as it were.” 

“Please,” Nina choked. “You don’t have to 
kill me!” She glanced over at Bryan, but he was 
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glaring at her with an expression of barely con- 
tained rage, still holding the gun at his side. 

Dr. Akre chuckled dryly again. “Oh, but I’m 
afraid I do. That way EFC can move its mind- 
control project out of the experimental stage with 
no obstacles. Soon every member of every home 
in America with a TV set will be under EFC’s 
control. So you can look on the bright side, 
Nina.” His thin lips stretched into an impossibly 
wide grin. “Your loss will be science’s gain.” 

This is it—I’m going to die! Nina’s head spun 
wildly, She’d thought she was racing against time, 
that she had a chance to stop Dr. Akre before he 
stopped her. But all this time she’d been like a 
tiny fly wandering into a vast web. Every trap had 
already been laid in place—there was no escape. 

“Why are you doing this?” Nina cried out, 
desperately stalling for time. At this point she 
had nothing to lose. “Why would EFC want to 
make everyone in America go crazy? And why 
would you want to help them?” 

Dr. Akre shrugged, folding his arms across his 
chest. “I don’t need to know what EFC wants. 
Unlike you, I don’t consider it worthwhile to risk 
my life to get all the answers.” He smirked again. 
“I do have a personal theory that they’re hoping 
mass chaos will provide a convenient excuse for 
instituting military rule. But that’s neither here 
nor there. What matters is that the terms of my 
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agreement with EFC allow me to pursue science 
in the pure form for which it was intended.” 

“Pure? What is that supposed to mean?” Nina 
scoffed. “I never saw anything more corrupt 
than your twisted idea of science. You’re sup- 
posed to improve people’s lives, not ruin them!” 
She kept her attention focused on Dr, Akre, but 
from the corner of her eye she could see Bryan 
glancing nervously back and forth between her 
and the professor. 

Dr. Akre glared at Nina and pressed his lips to- 
gether in a pale line. “Obviously you don’t see 
the perfect beauty of my method.” For a moment 
his eyes took on an almost misty look. “My work 
explores the boundaries of the human mind and 
exposes just how pitifully narrow they are. The 
brain is nothing more than a pathetic second-rate 
computer processor.” Dr, Akre turned his atten- 
tion to Bryan and seemed to scrutinize him 
thoughtfully as he spoke, a mixture of pride and 
smugness on his hard, lined face. 

“So easily dazzled by a few flashing lights,” 
the professor mused, gazing at Bryan with as 
much proprietary fascination as if he had forged 
him out of iron. “Why do I do it, Nina? You’d 
never understand. No one could ever under- 
stand the thrill, the rush of programming those 
puny minds like robots. And of course”—he 
choked out his flat tittle laugh—“no one would 
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ever believe how much I’m getting paid to do 
it.” Sull chuckling, Dr. Akre held his arm out to 
Bryan, gesturing for him to hand over the gun. 

Rage and desperation coursed through Nina’s 
body. “Bryan, don’t let him treat you like that!” she 
shouted, struggling so fiercely that the ropes scraped 
skin from her wrists. “Can’t you see he’s brain- 
washed you? Listen to him! He’s saying, that people 
are robots—that you’re a robot! Don’t obey him!” 

Dr. Akre dropped his arm as Bryan was about 
to hand him the gun and turned blazing eyes on 
Nina. “Shut up!” he bellowed. “Bryan wants to 
obey me. He is loyal!” 

“For how long?” Nina fired back. Her heart 
was pounding in her throat, and she wondered 
wildly what she would gain by mouthing off to 
Dr. Akre like this. But she also knew with near 
certainty that if she stopped talking, he’d shoot 
her. “You can’t just drive all these people to the 
breaking point and expect them to keep obeying 
you. Sooner or later they’ll turn on you . . . and 
then what will you do?” 

Dr. Akre’s usually ashen face flamed an angry 
red. “Pll show you what Pll do,” he growled, 
balling his hands into fists. “Pll show you just 
how Joyal my subjects are.” He turned toward 
Bryan. “Bryan! Since you’re holding the gun, 
why don’t you do the honors? Shoot her, Bryan. 
Go ahead . . . kill her!” 
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Bryan looked bewildered. He stared down at 
the gun in his hand as if seeing it for the first time. 

Nina drew in her breath as the sharp irony of 
the situation stung her. Bryan—the man she 
loved with all her heart—was standing before 
her, debating whether to shoot her. The sight of 
him contemplating the gun was almost enough 
to make her lose all hope. 

But I can°t give up, Nina willed herself. I have 
to fight for my life. I know the real Bryan is in 
there somewhere! 

“Bryan, don’t do it!” Nina cried. “I know you 
don’t really want to hurt me!” 

She prayed silently that she was telling the 
truth. Who knows how strong Dr. Akre’s hold on 
him is? But connecting with Bryan was her last 
hope. “Bryan, don’t you see he’s controlling 
your mind? You’re not a murderer, Bryan. I 
know you’re not!” 

“Aim the gun, Bryan,” Dr. Akre cailed out in 
a clear, even voice. “Don’t listen to her—just do 
what you have to do,” 

“Bryan, no,” Nina pleaded as Bryan raised the 
gun, staring at her with a hypnotized expression. 
“Remember how it used to be before all this 
started? Remember how much we loved each 
other? It’s because of him that we’re not to- 
gether anymore! Him!” 

“Right between her eyes,” Dr. Akre ordered, 
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his steady voice drowning out Nina’s pleas. Nina 

saw Bryan’s hands, gripping the gun, waver in an 

uneven circle, then come to a stop—in a direct 

line with her forehead. She caught her breath, 
“Bryan, I love you,” she whispered. “I know 

you still love me. Please don’t do this.” 

Bryan replied by cocking the gun. 


Aiming the gun at the smooth expanse of fore- 
head above Nina’s soft, imploring cyes, Bryan 
couldn’t make himself tear his gaze from hers. The 
idea of putting out the light of those eyes—perma- 
nently—hurt him in a way he couldn’t name. 

He licked his dry lips nervously. His hands 
were still shaking, and he squinted in an effort to 
focus his aim. I’ve got to concentrate, he thought. 
He wanted so badly to please Dr. Akre. . . . 

But I don’t know if I can do this, Bryan admit- 
ted to himself. Nina’s eyes, her pleading voice, 
the way she told him she loved him—he 
couldn’t make any of it compute with the hate- 
ful person he knew she was. She’s just trying to 
trick me. Right? 

But all at once Bryan wasn’t sure, Confused, 
he lowered the gun slightly and turned to Dr. 
Akre. His lips parted in an unformed question. 

“What are you gaping at?” Dr. Akre snapped. 
“Prove to me how loyal you are, Bryan. Aim the 
gun and shoot her!” 
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Bryan’s lip quivered at Dr. Akre’s harsh tone. He 
turned back toward Nina and raised the gun again. 

“Bryan, please don’t do it,” Nina begged. “I 
know this isn’t you. I fell in love with you be- 
cause you were good—” 

“Stop it!” Bryan screamed, blinking back tears. 

“And kind, and principled—” 

“Don’t listen to her, you idiot!” Dr. Akre’s voice 
hissed. “Fire! Shoot her! What are you waiting for?” 

“You’re not a killer, Bryan,” Nina insisted. 
“And I know deep down you love me!” 

“Do it, Bryan—now!” Dr. Akre commanded. 

“Just be quiet,” Bryan whispered. He felt his 
blood pounding in his temples. He darted a 
glance at Dr. Akre, lowering the gun uncertainly. 
“Youre scaring me... .” 

“Scaring you?” Dr. Akre’s mocking voice was 
edged with rage. He stabbed an accusing finger 
at Bryan, his other hand clenched into a fist at 
his side. “You’re pathetic, do you hear me? 
Pathetic!” His voice raised with every word, 
shrill with hysteria. “You’re nothing more than 
a machine that I programmed! And I have no 
use for a piece of equipment that malfunctions, 
So shoot her, or youll force me to destroy both 
of you!” 

Bryan opened his mouth and closed it again, 
paralyzed by confusion and by the deafening 
sound of ringing in his ears. The words echoing 
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in his head—idiot, pathetic, nothing more than a 


machine—stung him like thorns. 

Does Dr. Akre really think those things about 
me? he wondered, tears filling his eyes as the 
words registered. Would he really destroy me as 
soon as he would Nina? 

Bryan reeled as his world swiftly turned up- 
side down. He didn’t know what or whom to be- 
lieve anymore. If Dr. Akre, his hero, could call 
him such horrible names . . . could threaten him 
like that . . . if all his kind words to Bryan had 
just been lies... 

Then Nina might actually be telling the truth, 
his mind finished unbiddingly. His head was 
spinning, his breath coming in ragged gasps. 

“Now, Bryan! Now!” Dr. Akre cried, his words 
hammering through Bryan’s muddled head. 

Bryan pressed his eyes closed for one second 
of sweet relief that almost drowned out the ring- 
ing in his ears. Then he snapped them open again, 
and the noise rushed over him with such force 
that he staggered backward a couple of steps. 


I don’t know what te believe ... Dr. Akre 
lied ... just a machine... could Nina really 
love me? 


Suddenly all Bryan wanted in the world was 
quiet. He didn’t care about anything anymore— 

___ he just wanted to make the noise go away. 
Bryan lifted the gun. His hands were steady now. 
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Narrowing his eyes, he aimed straight at Nina. 

Every bit of her seemed to shrink—except her 
cyes, which grew impossibly wide—as Bryan set 
his sights on Nina. Something about his bearing 
must have betrayed the fact that he meant busi- 
ness this time, since the expression on her face 
changed from one of pleading to one of pure, 
abject terror. Gazing into her anguished eyes, 
which until a moment ago had still held a glim- 
mer of hope and trust, Bryan realized in an in- 
stant that she had been telling the truth all along. 
She loved him, and he’d been hornbly wrong to 
believe she would ever do anything to hurt him. 

But it was too late. His fingers were already 
squeezing the trigger. 

The gun went off. 
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Bang! The gunshot shattered the room; then 
everything was quiet. All around Nina there 
was only darkness. 

So this is what death ts ltke, Nina reflected, 
feeling strangely calm. Funny, it’s not what I ex- 
pected. Although she was now nothing more than 
a disembodied spint in the darkness, alone with 
her own thoughts, she didn’t feel as if she were 
floating. She wasn’t looking down on her own 
body. In fact, she felt a lot like she was . . . 

. . . lying on a cement floor, her body rigid 
with fear and her eyes squeezed shut. 

Nina opened her eyes. I’m alive! she real- 
ized, her tensed muscles sagging with relief. 
How did that happen? 

Craning her head around, she saw a bullet 
hole in the exposed wooden beam behind her. 
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But Bryan was aiming right at me, she 
thought, confused. 

Nina looked up at Bryan wondcringly. To her 
utter astonishment, there was real warmth in his 
eyes as they met hers. And she could have been 
imagining it, but she thought she actually saw a 
trace of a smile on his lips. 

Before she had time to fully process the look 
on Bryan’s face, Dr. Akre let out a plaintive, in- 
human cry. As Nina watched helplessly from the 
floor, the insane professor lunged at Bryan, 
knocking him to the ground. 

“Help!” Nina screamed at the top of her 
lungs. “Somebody help us!” She struggled with 
all her might to loosen the rope that bound her 
wrists and ankles while Bryan and Dr. Akre rolled 
around on the ground. Nina could see that Dr. 
Akre was gripping Bryan’s wrists, but so far 
Bryan was holding fast to the gun. 

It’s no use—the rope ts tied too tightly, Nina re- 
alized, giving up her futile struggle. Desperately 
she scanned the room for anything she could use 
to help free herself. 

“Put the gun down, Bryan!” Dr. Akre 
shouted. “Do yourself a favor and give up now!” 

“You don’t contro] me anymore,” Bryan growled 
through tightly clenched teeth. “No way are you 
getting away with what you did to me and Nina!” 

Nina spotted a large wooden crate several feet 
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it. Lifting herself up to a sitting position, she 
reached behind her and ran her hands along the 
crate until she found a loose board. She managed 
to pry the board up enough so that the nails 
holding it in place were exposed. Then she franti- 
cally raked her rope-bound wrists over the nails, 
ignoring the scratches on her forearms, until she 
felt the rope slip loose. 

I’m free! Nina exulted, quickly leaning for- 
ward and untying her ankles. 

“You'll never pin anything on me,” Dr. Akre 
grunted. He was on top of Bryan now, pulling at 
Bryan’s hands to pry the gun from his fingers. 
“Pll get off scot-free while you two drop off the 
face of the earth.” 

Nina staggered to her feet, pain shooting 
through her just freed legs as the blood resumed 
flowing through them. Every muscle in her 
body ached. If I can just keep my strength up a 
little longer, it will all be over soon, she promised 
herself, hoping it was the truth. With great ef- 
fort Nina reached down and picked up the 
heavy wooden crate. 

“You’re wrong!” Bryan roared. “Nina and I 
aren’t the kind of people you can make disappear. 
I want my life back—and you’re going to pay for 
taking it away!” 

Even though he was pinned underneath Dr. 
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Akre, his voice rang out with the strength and clar- 
ity that Nina knew and loved. Tears of joy sprang 
to her eyes. Whatever else happens, she thought, at 
least P'il know that Bryan is Bryan again. 

“Dream on,” Dr. Akre sneered. He brought 
his knee up sharply, and Bryan’s body con- 
tracted in pain. Nina saw Bryan’s fingers go 
slack, and in an instant Dr. Akre’s hands were 
closing over the gun. 

Staggering under the weight of the crate, 
Nina started to stumble painfully toward Dr. 
Akre. When she was a few feet away, she paused 
for breath. Then slowly, painfully, she hefted the 
crate over her head. Pain shot through her arms, 
and her legs threatened to give way under her, 
but she struggled to keep hold of the crate. If J 
Hive up now, it’s all over, she reminded herself. 
Pye got to be strong! 

Dr. Akre began scrambling to his feet as he 
pulled the gun from Bryan’s hands. When he was 
on his knees, he paused to aim the gun at Bryan. 

But Nina was right behind him. Calling up all 
the anger, all the outrage, and all the harrowing 
grief that Dr. Akre’s cruelty and ruthlessness had 
brought her, she brought down the wooden 
crate with every ounce of force in her body. 

In an instant the crate splintered on Dr. 
Akre’s bald head, spattering blood and shards of 
wood. He tipped forward with the impact, then 
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i jerked and fell backward, his head thudding 
against the cement floor. 

Teetering over Dr. Akre on unsteady feet, 
Nina saw his beady eyes flutter shut. She stared 
down at his unconscious body for a moment. 

Nina nudged the gun our of his hand with 
her foot and kicked it across the floor out of his 
reach. Then she slumped to the floor. 

In an instant Bryan was beside her, his warm, 
strong arms cradling her. He rocked her gently in 
his arms as she felt her weight go completely slack. 

“Nina, ?’m so sorry,” Bryan murmured into 
the crook of her neck. “I’m so glad you’re ail 
night. I understand if you never want to speak to 
me again, but I want you to know that I love you. 
[I’ve never stopped loving you. I don’t know what 
happened to me. Could you ever forgive me?” 

Nina tilted back her head, and Bryan lifted his 
face in response. His eyes met hers, and Nina saw 
that they were full of tears. 

He really means tt, she marveled, her heart 
overflowing. She was so exhausted and spent, she 
couldn’t think straight—she hadn’t even really 
registered that it was all over and she was still 
alive—but Bryan’s words filled her head. He 
never stopped loving me. 

“Of course I forgive you. It wasn’t your 
fault.” Nina threw her arms around Bryan’s neck 
and pressed herself tightly to him, burying her 
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head tn his chest. She heard him sob aloud and 
felt tears spring to her own eyes. “Bryan, I 
missed you so much.” 

As they clung to each other, both crying 
softly, time seemed to stand still. Nothing existed 
except the warmth and solidity of Bryan holding 
her in his arms. 

Then she heard the door burst open. “Freeze! 
Police!” a voice shouted. Nina lifted her tear- 
streaked face toward the sound. She saw several 
uniformed men carrying guns swarm into the 
room and start to spread out. 

“What’s going on here?” the policeman closest 
to them called out. “The security guard on duty 
in this building reported hearing a gunshot.” 

“Everything’s all nght now,” Nina said shak- 
ily, smiling gratefully up at the officer. “But that 
man tried to kill us.” She pointed to where Dr. 
Akre lay unconscious on the floor. 

“Are you prepared to make a statement?” the 
policeman said. He put his gun back into its hol- 
ster and took out a small pad as two other offi- 
cers bent over Dr. Akre to search him. 

Nina nodded, her eyes bnmming with fresh 
tears. She glanced over at Bryan, who smiled en- 
couragingly at her, then took her hand and 
squeezed it comfortingly. 

I can’t believe we really made it, Nina thought 
in wonder as the policeman flipped open his pad 
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and clicked a pen. She hadn’t thought she would 
leave this room alive. And now everything had 
turned around as quickly as it had gone wrong in 
the first place. Everything is going to be all right, 
Nina repeated silently to herself, tightening her 
grip on Bryan’s hand. The nightmare is over. 
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Chapter 
SCVENLCEH 


“There’s the sign, up on the left. Harrington 
Institution, sec?” Nina pointed, and Elizabeth 
turned the red Jeep onto the winding path that 
led off the highway. 

“T still don’t know how I let you talk me into 
coming here,” Elizabeth grumbled as a white 
brick building surrounded by a barbed-wire fence 
came into view. “You’re the one who knew her. 
I’ve changed my mind—I want to wait in the car.” 

“Liz, don’t make me do this alone,” Nina 
begged. “I might be the one who knows Kern, 
but you were on the quad that night too. | 
know you need some closure on this experience 
as much as I do.” 

Elizabeth sighed. “I know, I know. I’m just 
not looking forward to it. What if she sees us and 
freaks out again?” 
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Paying a visit to Kerri Drohan at the mental 
institution where she’d been confined since the 
incident on the quad wasn’t Elizabeth’s idea of a 
fun afternoon. But Nina had convinced her that 
facing Kerri would be the best way for both of 
them to put the experience behind them. Even 
though they’d called ahead and been assured by 
Kerri’s therapist that she was making excellent 
progress, Elizabeth couldn’t get past a strange, 
deep-seated feeling of dread. 

“Besides,” Elizabeth added, “I don’t want to 
miss my story. It’s on in, like, fifteen minutes.” 

She’d done a piece for WSVU, repornng on the 
wave of violent incidents on campus—which, thanks 
to much pleading by Nina, made no mention of the 
experiment or EFC, Elizabeth valued her journalistic 
integrity more than almost anything, but Nina’s 
chilling tale of what had happened to Christian was 
enough to warn Elizabeth off the idea of doing a 
conspiracy exposé. The piece was scheduled to air 
this afternoon, and even though Elizabeth had easily 
seen it a dozen times in the course of editing, it al- 
ways gave her a little thrill to watch her stories when 
they were actually broadcast on air. 

“So we'll watch it there,” Nina said firmly. 
“It’s not like you went miss it if you stay in the 
car. Who knows—maybe it would even do Kerri 
good to watch it with us. Make her feel like she 
wasn’t alone in all this.” 
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“Do they even have TV sets in places like 
this?” Elizabeth asked doubtfully as the gates to 
the compound slowly opened and the guard 
waved them through. 

“It seems like there are TV sets everywhere,” 
Nina answered. “I can’t get away from them, no 
matter how hard I try.” 

They drove through the well-tended grounds 
of the institution in silence. Finally the Jeep 
pulled into the lot beside the white brick build- 
ing. Elizabeth took the keys out of the ignition 
and unlocked her door with trembling hands. 

When they entered the building, Elizabeth 
saw a large reception desk flanked by small wait- 
ing areas containing armchairs and—as Nina 
had predicted—TV sets suspended from the 
ceiling by metal frames like the ones she’d seen 
in hospital rooms. 

A woman with short black hair sat behind the 
reception desk, her fingers flying over the key- 
board of her computer. As Elizabeth and Nina 
approached she paused in her typing and looked 
up from the monitor. “May I help you?” she 
asked in a silkily polite voice. 

“We’re here to see Kerri Drohan,” Nina said. 
She pulled a yellow Post-it note from the 
pocket of her jeans and consulted it briefly, then 
looked up. “Room 432?” 

The receptionist typed something into her 
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computer and hit return. As she scanned the 
monitor her brows furrowed into a frown, “I’m 
sorry, did you say Drohan?” 

“D-r-0-h-a-n,” Nina confirmed. “Is anything 
wrong?” Elizabeth felt her sense of dread grow 
stronger. 

The receptionist typed something else and was 
silent for a moment. “I’m sorry, but we don’t 
have a patient by that name,” she said finally. 

“Well, could you tell us when she was dis- 
charged?” Nina asked, her voice sounding 
slightly higher than usual. 

Pursing her lips, the receptionist punched a 
few more keys. Then she shook her head. 

“Ym afraid I can’t help you,” she said. 
“Our records show that we have never had a 
patient by that name.” 

Nina looked as if she had been punched in the 
stomach. “There must be some mistake,” she 
said hoarsely. “I called just the other day, and 
they told me her room number. Her therapist 
told me she was coming along really well.” A 
plaintive note sounded in her voice. 

“Who told you, Nina? What was the thera- 
pist’s name?” Elizabeth prompted. 

Nina shook her head. “I don’t remember.” 

“Well, whoever you talked to was mistaken,” 
the receptionist asserted. “Room 432 has been 
occupied by a Mr. Green for the past two years.” 
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Elizabeth looked worriedly at Nina, whose 
face was ashen. She knew what her friend was 
wondering: Was Kerri “disappeared” too? 

“Please, just check one more time,” Nina 
urged. “Maybe she’s in a different room?” 

The receptionist shook her head firmly, “I’ve al- 
ready double-checked. If your friend had ever been 
a patient at this facility, I would have that informa- 
tion here. Look, if this is some kind of joke—” 

“No, I. . .” Nina opened her mouth to protest, 
but the words seemed to die in her throat. 

“We must have been misinformed,” Elizabeth 
supplied, darting a just-let-it-go look at Nina. 
“Maybe we can come back another time if we 
figure out what we got wrong.” 

“T guess,” Nina mumbled in agreement, turn- 
ing reluctantly away from the counter with a 
deeply troubled look on her face. 

“So much for closure,” Nina said dryly when 
they were out of earshot of the receptionist. 

“Look,” Elizabeth began in a low voice, “we 
can try checking the student directory and see if 
maybe Kerri used another na—” 

“Ir’s no use, Liz,” Nina cut in. “Don’t you 
see what’s happened? Kerri’s gone. Disappeared. 
They—whoever they are—must have thought 
that if she recovered enough to be a credible wit- 
ness, she’d pose a threat.” 

“But that’s impossible,” Elizabeth argued, 
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shaking her head determinedly so her golden 
blond ponytail whipped around her face. “How 
would they find her? How would they know—” 

“T don’t know,” Nina answered grimly. “But I 
know it doesn’t pay to underestimate them.” 

She fell silent, and Elizabeth pondered the sit- 
uation. Nina had a point—the conspiracy did 
seem farther-reaching than cither one of them 
would have dreamed. But the idea that EFC had 
somehow tracked down Kerri and erased her out 
of existence . .. 

It just doesnt seem possible, Elizabeth decided 
critically. 7° wait until Nina’s less shaken up and 
try bringing it up again. Maybe if we have a little 
more perspective on this whole experience, we'll fig- 
ure out what really happened to Kerri. 

They had reached the front door when 
Elizabeth snapped her fingers, realizing that in 
her preoccupation she’d forgotten something. 
“My story!” she exclaimed. “Nina, do you mind 
if we go back for just a second?” 

Nina looked as anxious to get out of the 
Harnngton Institution as Elizabeth had been reluc- 
tant to enter it, but she nodded and, in step with 
Elizabeth, turned around the way they’d come. 

“Excuse me,” Elizabeth said to the receptionist 
when they’d reached the other side of the room. 
“Sorry to bother you again, but would you mind if 
I turned one of your TVs to WSVU for a minute?” 
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The receptionist looked up from her typing 
and gave a curt, dismissive nod that indicated she 
didn’t care what they did as long as they left her 
alone. Elizabeth murmured her thanks and 
headed over to the waiting area. 

“Rats, we missed the first five minutes,” 
Elizabeth muttered, glancing at her watch. She 
quickly clicked the remote to WSVU. 

A shrill, steady note filled the air as the screen 
was covered with bright vertical bands of color. 
“What the ... ,” Elizabeth breathed. 

Nina came up behind her and stood at her 
shoulder. “I think this is some of your finest 
work,” she remarked dryly. 

“T don’t understand,” Elizabeth said hoarsely. 
“How could they make a mistake like this at the 
station? I cued up the tape myself two hours ago!” 

She changed the channel, then turned back to 
WSVU, as if by doing so she might make some- 
thing different appear. But the test pattern 
glared back at her, its noxious noise ringing in 
her ears. “Some intern is going to be in big trou- 
ble,” she declared. 

The receptionist craned her head over the 
desk, looking annoyed. “Would you two mind 
turning that down?” she asked sharply. 

“Sorry,” Elizabeth mumbled, shutting off the 
TV. “We were just leaving.” 

“Maybe it wasn’t a mistake,” Nina suggested 
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maybe it wasn’t the crew at the station.” 

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked, frowning. 

“I mean,” Nina answered, sounding weary, 
“maybe your story was ‘disappeared,’ just like . . . 
just ike Kerri. Isn’t it kind of a coincidence that 
the one story WSVU totally fails to air would be 
the one about the attacks?” 

As they passed through the front door 
Elizabeth opened her mouth to protest, then 
closed it again as Nina’s words sank in. It all 
seemed so unlikely. But so did all of Nina’s other 
theories about EFC, Elizabeth admitted silently. 
And those turned out to be right. Besides, it was 
undeniably suspicious for WSVU to just broad- 
cast dead air like that. In all the time she’d been 
with the station, there’d never been such a 
major on-air glitch. 

Dead air. It suddenly seemed like a sinister 
expression. In spite of the afternoon sunlight that 
shimmered off the black concrete of the parking 
lot, Elizabeth shivered. 

“Well, Nina, this is one time when I don’t 
think I want to know the truth,” Elizabeth re- 
solved as she unlocked the driver’s side of the 
Jeep. “Because if you’re right . . . then whoever 
took my piece off the air was doing me a favor.” 
As she got in and stretched across the interior to 
unlock the passenger-side door, she gave Nina a 
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tight smile. “After all, it’s better that the story 
disappear than I do.” 

Nina nodded as she slid into the Jeep. “I com- 
pletely agree, Liz. Just try to put the whole thing 
behind you. I only wish I could do the same.” 


“Hey, give that back!” Nina shrieked at the 
top of her lungs. “I need that—you can’t just 
take it from me, you dirty thief!” 

“Oh yeah? Try and make me.” Laughing, 
Bryan held the biology book over his head, out 
of Nina’s grasp. He didn’t mind one bit that she 
was climbing all over him in an effort to snatch 
her textbook back. They’d supposedly gotten to- 
gether to study. But sitting beside Nina on her 
bed and actually trying to concentrate on his 
schoolwork had been pure torture—he’d been 
aching so strongly to touch her that he’d re- 
sorted to playing a juvenile game of keep away. 

Bryan hadn’t cracked a book in weeks, and he 
had mountains of reading to catch up on. But nght 
now there was no way he could focus on his work. 
He was aware of nothing except Nina’s presence, 
drawing his attention like a magnet. In faded jeans 
and a white V-neck T-shirt that contrasted exquis- 
itely with her dark skin, she was a radiant vision. J 
still can’t believe she took me back, he marveled. 
Nina must be the most amazing woman in the 
world. I don’t know what I would do if I lost her. 
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“I’m not kidding—I have a quiz next week.” 
Nina poked Bryan in the exact spot on his rib 
cage where he was most ticklish. Reflexively 
Bryan’s side scrunched up, and he let go of the 
textbook. It bounced onto the bed. “Ha!” Nina 
cried triumphantly, lunging for her book. 

Bryan caught her up in his arms and rolled 
her over, pinning her down on the bed. “Nor so 
fast, baby,” he murmured in an exaggeratedly 
throaty parody of a Casanova voice. “I’ve got the 
only biology lesson you'll ever need right here.” 

Nina burst into giggles and kicked the bed 
with her feet, pretending to struggle. “Help me! 
I’ve been kidnapped by a giant cheeseball!” 

Bryan grinned down at her. He was about to 
make another joke, but as he gazed raptly at Nina’s 
face, he suddenly found that he couldn’t speak. 

The grin on his face softened into a tender 
smile. With laughter sparkling in her eyes, with 
her dark hair fanning out in soft waves around 
her head, Nina was indescribably beautiful. 
Holding her close like this, Bryan couldn’t imag- 
ine anywhere he’d rather be, anyone he’d rather 
be with. The thought of how close he’d come to 
letting her slip away filled him with a bittersweet 
rush of emotion. 

z Bryan reached down and tucked a stray lock 
of Nina’s hair behind her car. Mesmerized by her 
face, he ran his fingertip down her check, then 
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gently traced the line of her mouth. Then he 
bent his face close to hers and planted a soft, al- 
most reverent kiss on her lips. 

“I’m sorry. I know you have work to do,” he 
whispered at last. “But you can’t blame me for 
wanting to make up for lost time. I feel like ’'m 
waking up from a bad dream, Nina—I can’t be- 
lieve after all the horrible stuff I did, you’re still 
being so sweet to me.” His voice broke slightly. 
“I don’t know how I can ever make it up to you, 
but I’m going to try. Pll do whatever you want— 
all you have to do is say the word.” 

Nina’s eyes shone with tears of happiness. 
“Just being Bryan again is more than enough,” 
she assured him softly. A coy smile stole across 
her face. “But a kiss would be nice too.” 

Bryan leaned in and kissed Nina with all the 
passion and urgency that the idea of Josing her 
had built up inside him. He ran his fingers 
through her hair, then down the sides of her 
arms. He wanted to memorize everything about 
Nina—the shape of her body, the smoothness of 
her skin, the smell] of her hair—so he could never 
forget again, even for an instant, how wonderful 
it felt to be near her. 

Abruptly the shrill jangle of the ringing phone 
intruded upon the romantic mood. 

After a second Nina broke away from Bryan’s 
kiss. Bryan opened his mouth to tell her to let 
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the machine pick up, but she put her finger over 
his lips to silence him. “It might be important,” 
she said breathlessly. 

Bryan pretended to pout as he turned onto 
his side. Nina rolled her eyes, but a grin twitched 
at the corners of her mouth. She got up from the 
bed and went to her desk to answer the phone. 

“Hello?” Nina asked. “Yes, this is Nina 
Harper. Who’s this, please? Oh, hello, Officer! 
What can I do for you?” 

Bryan sat up straight. He stared intently at 
Nina as she gripped the receiver wordlessly. It 
had been almost a week since Dr. Akre had been 
arrested and they’d made their statements, and 
until now there hadn’t been any kind of follow- 
up from the police. 

“Uh-huh . . . well, that’s great news, nght? 

Oh .. .” Her mouth hung slightly open, as if 

she’d been cut off by the person on the other 

end of the line. 

As Nina listened, her mouth closed and set 
into a grim line. Bryan watched with concern as a 
stricken look passed over her face. What could 
have gone wrong? he wondered. Dr. Akre was so 
arrogant, he got sloppy. There should have been 
more than enough evidence to convict him. The 

cops had told Bryan that DNA tests on 
LY Christian’s body would almost definitely identify 
Dr. Akre if he was indeed the killer. 
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“You're kidding!” Nina gasped. “Are they sure?” 
Another long pause. “I see. . . . Well, I guess there’s 
nothing more we can do, then.” Her voice qua- 
vered. “Thanks for calling. You too. Good night.” 

“What happened, Nina? What’s wrong?” 
Bryan asked as she hung up the phone. 


Nina went to sit back down on the bed, feel- 
ing dazed. Bryan moved close to her and put a 
comforting arm around her shoulders. 

She took a deep breath. “That was the arrest- 
ing officer calling to say that Dr. Akre is being 
charged with first-degree murder. They found 
some of his skin cells under Christian’s finger- 
nails.” She shuddered, and Bryan squeezed her 
closer to him. “And he’s also being charged with 
two counts of attempted murder.” 

“So what’s the catch?” Bryan ventured. “You 
didn’t sound like you were getting good news.” 

Nina slipped her arm around Bryan’s waist 
and leaned her head against his chest. “Dr, Akre 
may be charged with murder, but the charges of 
conspiracy we filed have also been dropped . . . 
for lack of evidence. Bryan, they looked in the 
psych lab and found nothing. No equipment. No 
tapes. No trace of experiment X212.” 

“So Dr. Akre got somebody to move the 
equipment?” Bryan asked, sounding as if he 
wasn’t quite sure what she was getting at. 
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z Nina lifted her head and looked up at 
Bryan. He has no idea bow far this goes, she real- 
ized. His mind was too fried for bim to realize 
what was going on. 

“Bryan, it’s more than just the equipment.” 
She took his free hand in hers and gave it a 
squeeze. “Nowhere at SVU is there any record of 
the experiment. There’s no evidence that SVU 
has ever received funding from EFC, directly or 
indirectly. And the psych department says that 
they’re having trouble locating any papers relat- 
ing to Dr. Akre’s membership in the faculty.” 

Bryan looked perplexed. “So . . . this is all a 
big cover-up?” 

Nina nodded. “I think it’s part of the conspir- 
acy. I don’t know how, but EFC seems to have 
ways of making the evidence against them disap- 
pear. This is serious stuff, Bryan—the officer also 
told me that he checked into the case files of the 
violent incidents connected to the experiment, 
and somehow they’ve all been made confidential. 
All the charges against the students who commit- 
ted those violent crimes have been dropped. The 
police can’t even track down their names—they 

_ don’t seem to have ever been on file.” 

“I never even knew any of the other students’ 
names besides Kerri’s,” Bryan mused. 

“Well, she’s vanished too,” Nina informed 
him. She recounted her and Elizabeth’s attempt 
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to visit Kerri the previous day and how 
Elizabeth’s WSVU broadcast hadn’t aired. “It’s 
like there’s no limit to what they can control,” 
she concluded. “We can’t even get in touch with 
the other subjects because they’ve carefully 
erased all the records.” 

“They probably don’t even realize what they were 
involved in,” Bryan pointed out. “I sure don’t.” 

“So while their test subjects are oblivious, 
EFC is free to move its brainwashing plan into 
the next phase, whatever that might be,” Nina 
concluded. “This nightmare may be over for us, 
but who knows what EFC is still planning . . . for 
everyone?” 


Bryan shook his head slowly as he tried to ab- 
sorb everything Nina had just told him. He knew 
he’d been used as a guinea pig, but he’d been too 
focused on putting his life back together to think 
much about what he’d been a guinea pig for. 

“The important part is that it #s over for us,” 
Bryan said finally, snapping back to the present. He 
squeezed Nina’s shoulder. “EFC obviously severed 
their ties to Dr. Akre pretty neatly, so this incident 
is all wrapped up as far as they’re concerned.” 

Bryan spoke decisively, hoping to convince 
himself as well as Nina. “They’re probably doing 
us a favor by making sure it goes on record as a 
simple murder case. If we went ahead with those 
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conspiracy charges, we could be putting our own 
lives in danger.” 

“T guess,” Nina said hollowly. 

“Trust me, Nina. We can relax now. We’re 
safe.” Bryan looked down at Nina, trying to 
meet her eyes, but she was staring off into space 
with a troubled, thoughtful expression. “Dr. 
Akre will be locked up for a long time.” 

“I hope so,” Nina said softly. “I hope you’re 
right about everything.” 

Bryan cupped her chin in his hand and tlted 
her face up to meet his. “I know I’m nght. We’re 
going to go on with our lives, and you know 
what else? I promise you that if nothing else, one 
very important thing has come out of this experi- 
ence.” He gazed earnestly at Nina, his heart 
swelling with love. “I am never, ever going to 
take you for granted again.” 


“Tm going to hold you to that, you know.” 
Nina smiled as she settled back into Bryan’s arms, 
snuggling her face against his clean-smelling cotton 
T-shirt. She closed her eyes and was still for a mo- 
ment, feeling the rise and fall of his chest against her 
cheek. In Bryan’s warm, comforting embrace, it 
was easy to believe that everything was going to be 
fine. The idea of the conspiracy seemed vague and 
far away. Unless she stopped to think about it... 
Nina opened her eyes. “But isn’t it just a little 
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unsettling that EFC is getting away with all 
this?” she asked worriedly. “Shouldn’t we try to 
do something?” 

Bryan sighed wearily and began to stroke her 
hair. “Nina, things don’t always get wrapped up 
neatly like they do on TV.” 

Nina groaned and lifted her head to look at 
Bryan. “I guess you’re night. But do me a 
favor—don’t mention TV again for a while.” 

“No argument here.” Bryan lowered his face 
toward hers. “In fact, if you want, we don’t have 
to talk at all.” 

As Bryan kissed her Nina felt the last of her 
anxiety slipping away. He’s right—wwe’re alive, 
we're safe, and we're together. That’s what matters. 
In a strange way the expenment had served its 
purpose—after going through that harrowing ex- 
perience together, Bryan and Nina were closer 
than ever. This was nothing if not a new begin- 
ning for their relationship. 

“So,” Nina breathed when they pulled apart 
for air, “since we’re obviously not going to get any 
work done, how should we spend the evening?” 

“T feel fine about this activity,” Bryan de- 
clared, squeezing Nina tighter in his arms. 

“You just don’t want to take me anywhere, 
you cheapskate,” Nina scoffed playfully. 

“Not exactly,” Bryan murmured as he leaned 
in to kiss her. “I just want to hold you and not 
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let go. Because from now on, I’m never going to 
let you forget that every second I spend with you 
is precious to me.” 

Their lips met, and Nina felt as if a current of 
electricity were running through her whole body. 
What ever made us think there was anything wrong 
with our relationship? she wondered giddily, wrap- 
ping her arms around Bryan’s neck as they kissed 
passionately. Everything seems just perfect to me. 
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Dallas/Ft. Worth — KDFW - C ] 
Detroit -— WJBK - Channel 2 
Atlanta — WUPA - Channel 69 


Seattle/Tacoma — KTZZ - Channel 
Cleveland — WBNX - Channel 
Minneapolis/St. Paul — KLGT - Chan 
Tampa/St. Pete — WTTA - Channel 
Miami/Ft. Lauderdale — WDZL - Chan 
Phoenix — KUTP - Channel 45 __ 
Denver — KWGN - Channel 2 
Pittsburgh — WPTT - Channel 22 
St. Louis — KTVI - Channel 2 
Sacramento — KQCA ~- Channel 58 — 
Orlando/Daytona — WKCF - Channel 18 
Baltimore — WNUYV - Channel 54 
Portland, OR — KWBP - Channel 32 — 
Indianapolis — WTTV - Channel 4 


HartfordANew Haven — WVIT - Channel 69 


San Diego — KUSI - Channel 51 © 
Charlotte — WFVT - Channel 55 
Cincinnati — WSTR - Channel 64 
Milwaukee — WCGV - Channel 24 


San Antonio — KRRT - Channel 3§ 
West Palm Bch./Ft. Pierce — WTVX - Cha 


SVU STUDENTS: EARN CASH JUST FOR 
WATCHING TV! 


When and see the 
sign, they think it’s too good to be true. All they 
have to do is watch television with electrodes 
strapped to their heads, some guy takes notes, 
and Nina and Bryan get paid. It’s a cinch. 

But nobody tells them about the side effects. 
Nobody tells them that every student who takes 
part in the experiment changes—really 
changes. At first the students’ behavior turns a 
little weird, then it gets disturbing. Before long 
it grows horribly, brutally violent. 

Nina seems safe from the side effects—for 
now. But will she be safe from the vicious 
attacks sweeping the campus. . . and from 
Bryan? 


Join Elizabeth, Jessica, 
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